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Bipin Behari Choudhury, A.R.C.A. London 
Friday, 22 September 1905 - Friday, 12 March 1982 


The life of Bipin Behari Choudhury is an astonishing story, epitomizing 
the triumph of will over adversity and the indomitability of the human 
spirit. For a deaf and mute man, in an age when the physically 
handicapped were considered no more than a burden to society, life 
ordinarily held very little promise; Bipin not only conquered these 
limitations, but rose far above them, to heights of achievement and 


selfless service that still serve to inspire us today. 


A doyen among painters, an ace photographer, an accomplished 
craftsman, a Social reformer, an educationist, a great visionary, and 
above all a humanist par excellence, Bipin became a legend in his lifetime. 
He was the first deaf and mute person to graduate from Royal College 
of Art in London, and carved a niche for himself in the Indian art 
world. He was the founder of the Deaf and Dumb School in Orissa, 
initiator of multiple associations for the physically disadvantaged, 
member of a host of national organizations including the National 
Advisory Council for the Handicapped, and inventor of the 
monumental Code of Manual Alphabet for the Deaf, Mute and Blind. 
A distinguished Professor of the Orissa School of Art and Craft, a 
recipient of the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Orissa Lalit 
Kala Akademi and later its President, this versatile genius was in many 


ways a Michelangelo of our country. 
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A Note 


Writing about one’s beloved father or grandfather is immensely exciting, 
but not easy, especially if he played a meaningful role in she ning the 
society he lived in. His children and grandchildren tend to 7-10re him 
for his achievements, and pass over his faults; they are unforgi ing of a 
society that failed to give him his due, but perhaps unduly blind to the 
man’s own shortcomings. While a biography is best written by those 
with more than a passing acquaintance with the subject, the emotional 
blinkers that come with increasing proximity can prove a hindrance to 
objective analysis. 


As Bipin Behari Choudhury’s daughter and grandson, we are surely 
prey to such lapses of judgement; nevertheless, we have tried our best 
to guard against them, and provide as unbiased a picture as we can of 
the life and times of the man. Bipin - ‘Baba’ to his daughter, and ‘Aja’ 
to his grandson - battled his entire life against severe physical handicaps, 
innumerable social obstacles and grievous personal loss to follow his 
passions and serve the disadvantaged of the country. If we can convey 
a modicum of his love and courage, contributions to the society he 
lived in, and experiences over nearly eight tumultuous decades of Indian 
history in the twentieth century, we feel we will have succeeded in our 
endeavour to some modest degree. 


Bipin always desired to write the story of his life himself. To this 
end, he developed a lifelong habit of collecting newspaper clippings, 
photographs, private letters and official correspondence - signposts of 
his life and events in the world around him. His five autograph books 
(one unfortunately missing now) serve as an excellent memoir of his 
close interactions with celebrated personalities of his time, many of 
whom admired his work and in turn left a lasting impression on Bipin. 
However, while he published numerous newspaper articles about his 
life, the art institute in Orissa, and the status of the deaf and mute 
community, as well as seven volumes about general educational practices 
for children, the dream of collecting these diverse materials into an 
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autobiography ultimately eluded him, sacrificed to his greater 
commitment to art and serving the physically impaired. 


In the nineteen seventies, Binode Bihari Kanungo, the prolific writer, 
collected Bipin’s manuscripts for a biography; in the end, though, 
burdened by numerous prior obligations, he felt he could not do justice 
to the task in the time at his disposal, and returned the documents. 
Subsequently, Saila Behari Choudhury, Bipin’s younger brother and close 
associate, plunged into the venture. He planned to write the biography 
in Oriya, and had largely finished compiling the salient facts, but sadly 
passed away before he could complete the work, leaving behind the 
materials with his younger brother Abhaya Behari Choudhury. 


When we finally decided to embark on Bipin’s biography, a couple 
of years ago, he was no longer with us. Perusing the files already collected 
from Abhaya Behari and the rest in Bipin’s personal trunks, we 
discovered that a few of Bipin’s manuscripts that we remembered 
from years past had succumbed to the ravages of time and the repeated 
changing of hands, and were now missing or destroyed. The greatest 
loss is the large volume Bipin prepared, originally titled ‘My Venture in 
Art’ and later changed to ‘My Life Story’, where he: had chronologically 
pasted his collected photographs and paper clippings with notes 
beneath. Fortunately, he had the foresight to preserve copies of most 
of his photographs and published articles, and to photograph a number 
of his paintings and sketches; these were invaluable to us in piecing 
together the story of his life. Bipin also loved to regale his family with 
vivid stories of his adventures; these tales, which we still recall with 
much pleasure, as weil as our conversations with his other family 
members and friends, have provided us with details and colour when 
dry documents alone did not suffice. 


Bipin worked in Orissa at a time when the Oriya Movement had 
successfully established a province for its own people. The goal of the 
Movement now was to take the land to new heights of glory, to attain 
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the individual and collective aspirations that statehood implied. Bipin, 
with his vision and social and artistic endeavours, was the quintessence 
of Orissa’s ambition in these heady times, and a number of articles on 
his life and work were published in the newspapers and journals. We 
have used many of these as sources for our work; wherever possible, 
we have also tried to crosscheck our facts against documents in archives 
and libraries, a task made essential by some of the inconsistencies that 
appear in the short sketches of his life published on various occasions. 


Finally, a note on Bipin’s date of birth. The tradition in his family, as 
in other Hindu ones of the time, was to celebrate birthdays in 
accordance with personal horoscopes and the regional Hindu almanac, 
independent of the Gregorian calendar. Bipin’s birthday therefore arrived 
on a different date every September. In later years it began to be 
celebrated on September 20, for reasons that are not entirely clear to 
us. While going through the records, we found a new horoscope made 
for him in 1952 by the family astrologer that Bipin had verified and 
signed. The birth date noted therein, presumably after confirmation by 
his mother and older sisters, is 22 September1905. Independent of the 
exact date, the family has always known that Bipin was born on a 
Friday; since 22 September of 1905 was, in fact, a Friday, this is the 
birth date we have adopted. 


This work was undertaken with the blessings of our mother and 
grandmother, Bipin’s wife Nirupama Choudhury, and with the 
wholehearted support of all our family. We remain indebted to them 
all, and to numerous friends and colleagues. 


Nivedita Mohanty 


Subhanjoy Mohanty 
June 2006 
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I 
A JOURNEY THROUGH THE ANCESTRY 


Our story starts with a brief sketch of Bipin’s forebears. His parents, 
Gagan Behari Choudhury and Sarojini Choudhury, belonged to two 
of the aristocratic Kshatriya families of northern Orissa. Their ancestors 
were Rajput Jagirdars, who rode to Orissa with Akbar’s minister 
Todarmal in the 16th century. Records suggest that they settled at Salepur 
in Cuttack, as landowners in charge of local administration on behalf 
of the Mughals, and were expected to supply arms and men when 
required by the Emperor. These Rajput settlers, identified by their ‘Malla’ 
family names, continued to enjoy their status through the Maratha 
occupation of Orissa in the 18th century. During this period, when the 
Muslims made frequent raids on Orissa from Bengal, they moved to 
Balasore to guard Orissa’s northern borders; Vyasakabi Fakir Mohan 
Senapati, Bipin’s maternal grandfather, mentions in his memoir that his 
ancestor Hanu Malla (Appendix I a) left Kusinda village in Kendrapada 
to become ‘Senapati’ of the Maratha army at Balasore. He looked 
after the Balasore port and was given revenue free land to support 
himself. Hanu Malla’s son Gobinda Malla succeeded his father in the 
same job. 


Gobinda Malla’s son Kusa Malla was posted as the ‘Senapat?’ of 
the Maratha army at Murshidabad. Kusa Malla died during a battle. 
Subsequently, his sword arrived at Balasore without its scabbard. It 
was handed over to his widow Kochila Devi who lived with her two 
young sons. The sword was worshipped during the family Durga Puja 
every year. The historic sword was inherited by Fakir Mohan who later 
handed over it to his daughter, Sarojini for safekeeping. She lost it 
unfortunately when after her husband’s death her stepson, Ras Behari 
sold it to one shopkeeper named Bihari at Alisa Bazaar in Cuttack. 
Sarojini offered 25 rupees to Ras Behari and pleaded with him to bring 
back the family heirloom, which, however, never returned (Sarojini’s 
unpublished memoir). 
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Fakir Mohan’s daughter Sarojini, who got married in 1898 into the 
other illustrious ‘Malla’ family of ‘Kaundanya gotra, writes that her in- 
laws had shifted to Balasore from the village Balubisi of Kendrapada. 
Dharanidhar Malla (Appendix I b) was the earliest name available of 
this family. The family legend has it that Dharanidhar Malla was a feudal 
landlord and was in charge of administration of the port areas in 
Balasore. His son Kuchudi Malla got the title of ‘Choudhury’ from the 
British when he supported the latter in their war against the Marathas 
that brought Orissa under the British in 1803. Kuchudi Malla 
Choudhury’s son Jagabandhu Malla Choudhury was murdered by the 
treachery of the Thakur Raja. This oral history thus suggests that the 
second ‘Malla’ family even if were brought to Balasore by the Marathas; 
probably fell out with the latter subsequently. The response, heightened 
by the Maratha exploitation, was therefore positive towards the British 
who had been knocking at the border already. During the confusing 
ume of the initial British occupation, perhaps Jagabandhu became a 
victim of an unnatural death. 


Jagabandhu’s son Ganga Prasad Choudhury fourtd to his dismay 
that the entire family property had been donated by his father for 
religious endowments. He had no option but to serve under the British. 


Gagan Behari’s father, Ganga Prasad, while serving under the British 
acquired landed properties and became a landlord with considerable 
influence in society. It was also a time when towards the second half 
of the 19th century modern education had made inroads in Orissa 
under the British initiative. Ganga Prasad was keen to secure the best 
education for his sons. His eldest son, Raghunath Choudhury, completed 
his studies at Cuttack before becoming a Peshkar in Balasore, where he 
also tended to the family property. In the eighteen eighties, Ragunath 


married Mahilamani, daughter of Fakir Mohan Senapati through his 
first wife Lilabati. 


Raghunath had nine children. One of them, Lakshmikanta 
Choudhury, was professor of Sanskrit at Ravenshaw College in Cuttack. 
He was a scholar of repute, also a great patron of music, and founded 
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the Utkala Sangita Sama in Cuttack in the early nineteen thirties. One of 
Raghunath’s daughters, Suniti, married Bhuyan Bhaskar Chandra 
Mahapatra of Bhadrak, who was the leading businessman of Calcutta 
at the time and made significant financial contributions to the cultural 
growth of Orissa. 


Gagan Behari himself, Bipin’s father, was one of the first students 
at Ravenshaw College. After graduation, he received a law degree from 
Calcutta and joined as a Munsif in the Judiciary of the Bengal Presidency. 
In 1912, when the Orissa-Bihar Province was separated from Bengal, 
he became the first Oriya Sub-Judge in the Province, and served as a 
District Judge for some time. Soft spoken, disciplined and deeply 
patriotic, Gagan Behari was a highly respected intellectual and a devoted 
member of the Utkal Union Conference, which was formed in 1903 
to spearhead the Oriya Movement. 


Sarojini Choudhury, Gagan Behari’s wife, was a woman of 
extraordinary talents. Daughter of Fakir Mohan Senapati through his 
second wife Krushna Kumari, she was a polyglot, fluent in Sanskrit, 
Oriya, Bengali, English and Persian; in later years, she mastered Hindi, 
Gujarati and Marathi as well. In conversation, Sarojini would often 
employ verses composed on the spot. A writer, gifted orator, and 
accomplished author of short and situation-specific poems (most of 
which, unfortunately, were never published); she was well known in 
her time for her intellectual pursuits. 


Though Krushna Kumari passed away when Sarojini was just eleven, 
she had by then already initiated her young daughter into traditional 
Oriya culture. Married at the age of fifteen, Sarojini was then exposed 
to the elaborate rituals which her mother-in-law, Anandamayee, 
performed with élan. Anadamayee, as the saying goes, celebrated all 
the ‘thirteen festivals in twelve months’, with sumptuous feasts for guests 
regardless of status and caste and with a lavish attention to traditional 
details. Young Sarojini adored her mother-in-law, and was deeply 
influenced by her. 
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These experiences culminated in Grubini Sarbasva, Sarojini’s paean 
to the culinary arts published in 1928. Perhaps the very first 
comprehensive Oriya cookbook, it reveals Sarojini’s grooming in the 
finest traditions of the Oriya kitchens and exposure to the cuisines of 
other regions as well. The latter she gathered through her travels in the 
country with her husband. More than a simple collection of recipes, 
the book elaborates on the medicinal quality of the food items as well. 
Significantly, it also describes the functionality of the Oriya kitchen, the 
aesthetics of the Oriya style of eating, and the prescribed traditions of 
serving, conduct and protocol at mealtimes; together, the myriad details 
provide a rare glimpse into a crucial facet of daily life in Oriya 
households in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 


Sarojini was also deeply involved in the Indian Freedom Movement. 
She worked with Gandhiji in Sabarmati, closely interacted with Tagore 
during his stay in Puri, and as an interpreter for Sarojini Naidu during 
the latter’s public speeches in Orissa. She joined several delegations of 
Oriya women members to the Congress sessions; presided over the 
All Orissa Women’s Conference on multiple occasions; and spoke, on 
Gandhiji’s request, at the Hindi Prachar Sabha Session, Indore that he 
presided over. She worked in Balasore during the Salt Agitation, was 
an activist in the Quit India Movement, and was jailed, along with her 
children, for her participation in the Freedom struggle. Sarojini’s life - 
simple and modest, but unwavering in its adhesion to the values she 
believed in - remains a source of inspiration for women in contemporary 
society. To her children, she bequeathed a legacy of great human 


characters - independence, self-dignity, a love of learning, selfless service 
and pride in one’s heritage. 


The character and personality of his parents and grandfather left 
an indelible impression on Bipin, and proved a lasting influence in his 


life. 
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II 
BIRTH OF BIPIN: THE JOY GIVES WAY TO.... 


Bipin was born in Uluberia, a small town near Calcutta, on Friday, 22 
September1905. It was a time when Bengal was rocking the whole 
country with its revolutionary ideas; Orissa was within the Bengal 
Presidency, and Bipin’s father, with a transferable job in the judiciary, 
was posted as a Munsif in Uluberia. 


Bipin was born a healthy child. With two loving sisters and a brother 
preceding him, all in a space of five years - between 1901 to1905, 
Bipin’s arrival was cause for much rejoicing in the family. Charming, 
vivacious and intelligent, his boundless energy and incessant patter made 
him the darling of the family. As soon as he could speak, his father 
taught him his first prayer, this the father and son would sing together 
every evening. For Bipin, reciting those lines twice a day remained a 
ritual long after Gagan Behari was gone, until the end of his life. 


Just before turning two, the child was struck by high fever, perhaps 
a casé of malignant malaria. For a person in his father’s position, it was 
not difficult to find the best available physicians, and Bipin survived the 
illness. The fever, however, took with it his ability to hear and speak. In 
Bipin’s own words, “I have heard from my mother that ...1 could 
speak like others. When I was a baby of about two, I was twice afflicted 
with malaria. The fever was not serious the first time, but virulent in the 
second attack; my life was saved after a great struggle. I was cured, but 
that cruel fever snatched away my life’s most valuable possession: my 
powers of hearing and speech. Since then I am the most unfortunate 
human being, a deaf and mute.” 


The shock and agony this tragedy caused the family 1s unfathomable. 
The vibrant child was suddenly immersed in a world of silence. He 
was far too young to comprehend the loss; he tried to speak, but the 
words would not come. It was a strange experience. The rustle of the 
wind, the humming of birds, the laughter of his brother and sisters, 
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the rhythmic noise of household chores, the rattle of his father’s carriage 
reaching home in the evening and his father’s voice calling him lovingly 
to his arms no longer reached him. The anguish in his mother’s eyes 
when he screamed, perhaps demanding to know what had gone wrong 
with the world around, must have sharpened his desperation. With 
enormous strength the parents struggled to explain to him, through 
means of communication devised anew, why he experienced what he 
did, but cloaked in a deafening quiet, the child was terrifyingly lonely. 
He realized slowly that his was now an alien world - a world of turbulent 
silence. 


Bipin’s anguish tormented his siblings. They prayed constantly for it 
to end, and eavesdropped on elders discussing this salve or that potion 
that might restore the child’s hearing. But days, months and years passed, 
and no miracle transpired. One day, his sister Snehamayee (Chbha didi 
for him) took him aside and confided she had a magic potion to cure 
him. Herself a child then, only a year and a half older than Bipin, she 
led him to the terrace and poured hot mustard oil into one of his ears. 
Bipin’s screams of pain drew someone who stopped Snehamayee before 
she could reach the other ear; whether the oil worked or not, however, 
his left ear by which Bipin did hear a little was subjected to his sister’s 
treatment. 


Bipin grew strong and healthy. Vivacious, confident and energetic, 
he loved playing outdoors and reveled in a crowd. His dark questing 
eyes appeared to seek out what his ears missed, and express what his 
tongue could not. But the unbearable weight of silence remained, 
marooning him in a place incomprehensible to others. The soundless 
world seemed a denial of all his rights, and the boy rebelled through 
endless tantrums. Unable to communicate with playmates, he fought 
constantly with them instead. At home, surrounded by doting sisters, a 
protective older brother, and parents ever eager to please him, Bipin 
would not rest until his every demand was catered to. The family often 
recounted the story of how he would refuse to eat unless a plethora of 
dishes, enticingly arranged, encircled his plate of rice. Understanding 
his fondness of variety, his mother went to great lengths to indulge 
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him; at times, however, unable to cope, Sarojini would cook mixed 
vegetables and then separate them into independent items for the child. 
The need for such illusion passed as the boy grew older; nonetheless, 
the adult Bipin still loved an aesthetically presented meal, and would 
not touch food that was shabbily served. 


The child was hit especially hard when his siblings went off to 
school, leaving him behind. For a while, his parents influenced the 
authorities to accommodate Bipin in the school as well, if only to lessen 
his gathering loneliness. But it did not help much, for there was nothing 
in the class room to engage him except other pupils’ slates as they learnt 
to write; without the ability to hear the accompanying ululation of 
voices, the scribbling held no meaning for him. Hiring an untrained 
tutor for ‘his education was futile, and teachers trained to instruct 
handicapped children were simply not available. Gagan Behari spent 
the evenings with his son, but the responsibilities of his job did not 
allow him as much time as he wished. Sarojini tried her utmost too, but 
with household chores, and three more children born after Bipin (two 
boys between 1909 and 1911, and subsequently another daughter), she 
could not devote to Bipin the time he deserved. Meanwhile, the family 
had to leave Uluberia as Gagan Behari was transferred. Uprooted from 
familiar surroundings, isolated from friends and family, Bipin was 
traumatized by neglect, and his desperation bubbled up in increasing 
anger. He was now a difficult child to deal with. 
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III 
AWAY FROM HOME 


Early Education and Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School (1915 — 1922) 
In 1912, when Bengal was separated from Orissa and Bihar, Gagan Behari was 
transferred to Cuttack in Orissa, and began exploring possibilities for 
his son’s education. Orissa had no institution yet for teaching handicapped 
children; indeed, it would not have any until Bipin himself founded the 
first in 1938. There was a school for the deaf and mute in Bombay, 
established by missionaries in 1882; nearer home, on Upper Circular 
Road in Calcutta, a school was founded through the generosity of 
Lady Jyotirmovee Ganguli in 1893. The young educationist Jamini Nath 
Bandopadhyaya was made Principal of this school, after being sent to 
Gallaudet College in the U.S. for advanced training in the teaching of 
the deaf and mute. 

In 1914, with the drums of World War I starting to roll on the 
other side of the globe, nine-year-old Bipin accompanied his parents 
to the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School. Though apprehensive of 
whether Bipin, after the comforts and protection of home, could 
manage life in a hostel in an alien city, Gagan Behari and Saorjini were 
satisfied with the school’s curriculum. To Gagan Behari, this was the 
best available place for Bipin’s education; the school’s proximity to 
Cuttack also meant he could visit his dear son frequently. Concurrently, 
he began to investigate possibilities for Bipin’s higher education on the 
Continent, and was especially struck by the opportunities in Germany. 
The country had many renowned schools for the deaf and mute, the 
oldest of which was founded in Leipzig by Heinicke and known for 
its progressive teaching methods. In the late 19th century, the headmaster 
of the Leipzig school wrote ‘Handbook de Taubstummenbildung’, a 
weighty tome of 756 pages detailing educational practices for the deaf 
and mute, while ‘Blatter fur Taubstummenbildung’, published by the 
Royal Institution for the Deaf and Mute in Berlin, was one of Germany’s 
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leading educational journals. Impressed with this information, Gagan 
Behari made arrangements for Bipin, as well as his eldest son Pulin, to 
travel to Germany once the War ended and Bipin finished his schooling. 
“My parents tried their best to educate me,” Bipin wrote, “to make a 
man of me even with these disadvantages.” 


Bipin joined the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School in 1915. The 
initial odds against him were heavy: the socio-political situation was not 
forgiving for a lone Oriya boy in Bengal. From the late nineteenth 
through the early twentieth centuries, Orissa’s administrative links with 
Bengal, and the industrial base in Calcutta, resulted in a large exodus of 
poor Oriyas to the capital in search of jobs. They worked as manual 
labourers on the docks, and as cooks and gardeners for rich Bengali 
households. Assuming Bipin came from one such Oriya family, his 
fellow students harassed and ridiculed him constantly in the beginning. 
Bipin was physically strong and fearless, and had grown into a rebellious 
boy; he did not endure the scorn meekly, and rowdy confrontations 
between him and the other boys became a regular feature at the school. 
However, Principal Jamini Nath knew Bipin’s father well, and showed 
a personal interest in the boy’s well-being. Mohini Mohan Mazumdar, 
Superintendent of the hostel and one of the school’s founders, also 
took a liking to the smiling and bright student. Under their tutelage, 
Bipin gradually learnt to ignore the barbs, and take the situation in his 
stride. Ultimately, the flowering of his talents and his proficiency at 
studies turned the tides in his favour. 


Bipin’s first achievement at school, which drew everyone’s attention, 
was to regain the ability to speak through sheer perseverance. Speech 
returns sometimes to those born with the faculty but struck mute by 
later illness, and Bipin would not rest until he could talk once more. 
Night after sleepless night he spent shaping his lips and forcing his 
throat to follow again the remembered commands from nearly a decade 
past. Ignoring his teachers’ cautions against injuring himself further, he 
would repeat the alphabet soundlessly, endlessly, until finally the first 
whispers came, and then the voiced words. Triumph! His deafness still 


21 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


made the learning of new words a laborious process of reading lips 
and translating the shapes into sound, but now the boy could not wait 
to make up for his speechless years. He voraciously picked up Bengali, 
the medium of instruction in the school and the language in which 
Bipin was most fluent for the rest of his life; a smattering of English; 
and Oriya from his parents when he returned home on vacations, though 
he became proficient in the latter only much later when he finally settled 
in Orissa. With speech came writing, and Bipin was soon earning 
accolades for his remarkable penmanship: it was bold and artistic. Later 
in life, he often reminisced about his grandfather Fakir Mohan, who 
taught him the Oriya word for lotus, Padmaphula, and described the 
celestial flower to him; perhaps, one imagines, Fakir Mohan saw that 
his grandson would one day rise far above his limitations, to bloom as 
a lotus does in a pond. I 


Bipin’s courage, intelligence, presence of mind and friendliness 
gradually earned him a great deal of respect from his fellow students. 
The following incident would serve as a testimony to his character. The 
year was 1918, and the British government had organized an International 
Industrial Fair at Calcutta to celebrate England’s victory in World War 
1. The Chairman of the Fair invited the faculty and students of the 
Deaf and Dumb School to the Fair, and to lunch at the exhibition 
centre. The invitation cards were entrusted to the Principal, and attendees 
from the school instructed to wait for him the following day, at the 
entrance to the Fair. When teachers and students arrived, however, the 
Principal was absent; unbeknownst to them, the Principal’s son had 
expired, and he could neither attend the exhibition nor arrange for the 
invitation cards to be sent over from his home far away. Noon came 
and went, and boys and teachers alike were tired and hungry; finally, 
they gave up and decided to return to the school. But now Bipin seemed 
to have disappeared, and they could not leave without him. Much 
anxious searching and hunting around ensued, when, to everyone’s 
astonishment, he emerged from the Fair accompanied by an English 
officer. While teachers and senior students had stood around haplessly, 


22 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


it turned out, thirteen year old Bipin had marched off by himself to 
apprise the Fair’s Chairman of their predicament, and returned with an 
officer assigned to personally show the group around and arrange for 
their lunch. Bipin became a hero instantly. 


Soon the boy emerged as the school’s most illustrious student, 
winning numerous laurels for his distinction at academics, sports, art 
and dramatics. The school was supported in part by the British 
authorities, and the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal graced’ the annual 
functions. On such occasions, Bipin was always presented to him as the 
most successful representative of the deaf-mute student community, 
and an embodiment of the efficiency of the school’s educational 
methods. After his sequestered childhood, these eight years in school 
were crucial for teaching Bipin how to interact with the community at 
large, beyond his immediate family; skills important for every child, 
and indispensable to one who is disabled. The accolades he earned, 
and the love and admiration of his fellow students and teachers, also 
instilled the much-needed confidence in the boy, and made him believe 
in his own innate potential. 


Many of Bipin’s acquaintances from his school years remained his 
lifelong friends and advisors. He was particularly close to Principal Jamini 
Nath, about whom he wrote later while paying his homage, 


“My Guru Jamini Nath Banerjee, 
I was a student of the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School...and had 


the good fortune to receive the personal blessings of Principal Jamini 
Nath Banerjee. 


Principal Banerjee was a magnificent organizer: the school, which 
he started in 1893 with two boys, now has 300 pupils on its rolls. ... In 
Jamaini Nath, the culture of the east and west were wedded together. 
On the one hand, he possessed the broad and catholic heart of a true 
Christian, and on the other, he had the firmness and religious conviction 
of an orthodox Brahmin... He won the love of the deaf-mute and 
blind all over the world. He passed away on the morning of 22 
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December1921, leaving a permanent impression upon the country... 
He truly loved the deaf...He was our young Lord Christ.” 


Bipin graduated from the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School in 
1922, at the age of seventeen. His father had already made arrangements 
for him to proceed to the Continent for higher studies. Once again, 
however, the Fates intervened. 


Uncertain Future 

Bipin’s dream sojourn in the Continent was closely tied to Gagan 
Behari’s plans for his older son Pulin, who was expected to study 
medicine. Pulin finished school when he was sixteen; he was planning 
to take admission in a Medical College. His graduation from the Medical 
College was to coincide with Bipin’s finishing at the Calcutta school; 
Gagan Behari had decided that both his sons would then leave for 
higher studies in Germany, with the younger boy in the care of the 
older. It was an ambitious, well-laid plan by a thoughtful father for his 
sons. Gagan Behari knew that with his assets and long years of 
employment ahead, financing his sons’ education abroad would not be 
a serious issue. What he could not know, however, was that neither 
Pulin nor he would live to see the plan through. 


Pulin matriculated from the Raveshaw Collegiate School in Cuttack 
in 1918. Soon after, one of his friends, his classmate in the school was 
struck by tuberculosis. Pulin tended assiduously to his friend, who 
recovered, but then Pulin himself contracted the disease. His older 
sister Shantimayee, recently married, came home at the news, and in a 
temporary room in the garden, mother and sister tended to the ailing 
boy: the former at his side always, the latter the only other person 
allowed in, ferrying in food for the mother and son. Pulin died on 
5March1919. Bipin was still in school. Barely two years later, on the 


verge of Bipin’s graduation, Gagan Behari was felled by a stroke, and 
passed away on 1May1922. 


The agony and desperation of the teenaged boy at these tribulations 


is inconceivable. The love of his father and older brother had provided 
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him a protective canopy all through these years, in this nurturing shade 
he had begun to find himself. With their passing, he was lost child 
again, battling against an uncaring world that regarded his anguish with 
sil¢ence. Bipin’s life, in the aftermath of these trials, is manifest proof 
that no misfortune is insurmountable, and that courage can turn every 
tragedy into triumph, but to the young boy, future snatched away yet 
again, father’s warmth and brother’s caresses vanished forever, such 
platitudes must have seemed cold comfort indeed. 


Bereft of both father and older brother, Bipin was now the man 
of the family. His older sisters were already married, but his younger 
brothers - Saila Behari (Kutu), Abhaya Behari (Abha) and sister 
Karunamayee (Ranu) - were still very young. During this period the 
mother and the son would spend much time together sharing their 
pain and anguish, and also discussing Bipin’s future. Sarojini, herself 
only in her late thirties, was inconsolable at the enormity of her loss, 
and not willing to let her seventeen-year-old boy, handicapped to begin 
with, travel to an unknown far-off land and fend for him. “You cannot 
go to Germany for higher studies now, as your elder brother is not 
here to take care of you, nor your father to provide for you,” she told 
her son sadly. 


Besides, Sarojini also needed to put her own household in order; 
she had to raise her three younger children alone, with severely diminished 
resources. She had already lost her father in 1918. He would have been 
her support during this tragic period of her life. 


Sarojini was Gagan Behari’s second wife, having married him after 
his first wife’s demise. Through the previous marriage, Gagan Behari 
had a son and a daughter; while the daughter, soft-spoken and graceful, 
had been married off well by her father, relations were strained between 
Gagan Behari and the son, Ras Behari. After Gagan Behari’s death, 
Sarojini retained three of her husband’s houses in Cuttack and some 
Jand in Cuttack and Bhubaneswar, but lost her claims on all his other 
properties, as well as on ancestral land and possessions from her father’s 
side. More seriously, she faced repeated harassment from some of her 
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relations. Indeed, matters came to such a pass that Janakinath Bose 
(father of Netaji Subhas Chandra), who had worked with Gagan Behari 
and was a close friend of the family, feared for the family’s safety and 
moved them temporarily to Calcutta. Under such circumstances, Bipin’s 
future, which had brightened once after his childhood of adversity, 
appeared bleak and uncertain again. 


As always, however, misfortune served to make Bipin stronger. 
He was well aware that his widowed mother, with three young children 
to raise, could not support his ambitions to study in Europe; his pursuit 
of further education must for the moment be limited to opportunities 
in India and he would moreover have to fend for himself. He also 
realized that his handicap would not permit him to study in conventional 
Indian universities of the time. On the other hand, he had begun to 
exhibit extraordinary talents at drawing and painting; heeding the advice 
of his teachers in the Deaf and Dumb School, he decided to pursue 
Art as a profession. | 


In the Art School in Calcutta (1923-1929)... 

The Calcutta School of Art had by then become quite reputed. 
The entry-level qualification was set as School Final / Matriculation for 
students in general, and eight years in the Deaf and Dumb School for 
persons like Bipin which was equivalent to the Upper Primary in the 
regular school. He thus fulfilled the admission requirement, and his 
mother suggested that he apply to the Bihar-Orissa government for 
financial support. On the recommendation of his Principal at the Deaf 
and Dumb Schoo! and other officials in Orissa, Bipin obtained a 


government scholarship of twenty-five rupees a month, and joined the 
Calcutta School of Art on 16 January1923. 


Life at the Calcutta Art School was quite different from that 
at the Deaf and Dumb School. He was now in a new institute on his 
own without the backing of his father. His old clothes were torn and 
he did not have money to buy new ones. His mother loaded him with 
his father’s clothes which were much too large and hung on his skinny 
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body. At the young age of seventeen, he was obviously very conscious 
of his looks and hated the situation. Besides, he was in the midst of the 
student community that was drawn from various educational levels: 
some came after matriculation, some after graduating from college, 
and some even arrived after receiving Master’s degrees from universities, 
to pursue their passion. Physically disadvantaged, immersed in this 
diverse milieu of people, some far better educated than he was, Bipin 
felt uneasy and inadequate at first. However, the company of some 
friends from his previous school and a few students from Orissa allayed 
his initial anxiety. The freedom and opportunity to broaden his horizons 
through interactions with well-informed fellow students gradually made 
Bipin feel at home. Soon he was mingling with the cognoscenti of the 
art world in the cultural centres of the city, competing against seniors 
and accomplished artists to win three first prizes, and joining numerous 
art exhibitions that brought him recognition from a wider learned circle, 
including the Governor of Bengal, Lord Ronaldshey, and C.F. Andrews. 
He won a Gold Medal at the Calcutta Fine Arts Exhibition in 1927, 
and presented one of his oil paintings to Lady Jackson when she admired 
his work at another show. The positive reception of Bipin’s art by 
prominent English personalities during his student days helped him in 
several ways. His confidence in himself and his abilities grew; his paintings 
sold, bringing him financial solvency; and the contacts he made helped 
immensely later in his life. 


During this time, Bipin’s visits to the Calcutta Art Gallery exposed 
him for the first time to western traditions in art. As he spent hours in 
front of these paintings, reproducing them endlessly, Bipin began to 
envision further possibilities, wider vistas of accomplishment. During 
this time too, he met the Nobel laureate Viswakabi Rabindra Nath 
Tagore, who blessed and encouraged him in his pursuit of art. He was 
fortunate to be taught by some of the great teachers of the day, who 
also took a keen personal interest in him. The Principal of the Calcutta 
Art School, Percy Brown, A.R.C.A.(London), and other teachers such 
as Jamini Ganguly, the Vice-Principal, and Mukul De, A.R.C.A.(London), 
who took over as Principal after Mr. Brown’s retirement, greatly 
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impressed and influenced Bipin. In view of his academic proficiency, 
his tuition fees were waived, and on 4 October1929, ranking first in the 
final examination, Bipin graduated in Commercial Art from the Calcutta 
Art School. 
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IV 
THE BURNING DESIRE 


Preparation for London ... 


Bipin returned to Orissao reorganize his future. His craving for learning 
was by now well known to his associates, and his Principal from the 
Calcutta School of Art, Percy Brown encouraged him to try for the 
Royal College of Art in London, Mr. Brown’s own alma mater. 
Nevertheless, Bipin wanted to first explore the alternatives in Orissa. 
Unfortunately, the state was a dismembered one under the British, with 
centers of higher education located primarily in Calcutta and Patna. 
Bipin’s alternatives in Orissa were limited to either remaining a 
professional painter with no buyers, or serving as a drawing teacher at 
a lower primary school; without a matriculation degree from a regular 
school, he was not even eligible to teach at a high school. The chances 
of establishing an art centre in Orissa seemed even more remote. With 
his ambitions fired by his recent experiences and accolades at the Calcutta 
Art School, Bipin found these to be meager choices indeed, and resolved 
to strive for the Royal College of Art in London instead. 


Two major hurdles stood in the young man’s way. The first was the 
Royal College’s requirement of a Bachelor’s degree, which Bipin did 
not have. Nevertheless, he was hopeful that his performance at the 
Calcutta School of Art would serve to get this condition waived. The 
second, far more daunting obstacle was the issue of financial support. 
To raise enough money, Bipin began to approach various institutions 
and important individuals for help. 


Impressed by the energetic young man’s vision and art, the high 
profile Oriya politician and writer Sarala Devi issued a public appeal, in 
the Oriya daily Asha, dated 17 January1930, to the Bihar-Orissa 
government to support-his endeavour. She wrote, “I had been to the 
house of the former sub-judge, the late Sri Gagan Behari Choudhury. 
Upon entering, my attention was riveted at once by the sculptures, 
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sketches and oil paintings by Bipin Behari Choudhury. I had never 
encountered such artistic talent in an Oriya youth previously, and could 
not believe this to be the work of someone from our own land. I was 
informed by Bipin’s mother that her son wished to go to Europe for 
higher studies, but could not find anyone to help him in his endeavour. 
.. If Bipin were an ordinary artist, perhaps this would not be a matter 
of much regret. However, while his art is held in very high regard by 
his Art School faculty, and widely appreciated by Indian and British 
connoisseurs in Bengal, he receives no encouragement in his home state 
of Orissa. ...We say that Orissa is backward in all respects. We are not 
ashamed of wearing this stigma any more, nor do we attempt to exercise 
our abilities in the least. But talent is a thing which flowers like a lotus 
in a swamp, and still spreads its fragrance. Even if no one in Orissa 
helps Bipin, his genius will remain un wilted, and attract lovers of art as 
the flower draws the bees. ...Our leaders remain indifferent, while gifted 
youths in neighbouring Bengal and Bihar are encouraged and supported 
in every possible way. Orissa has a great heritage of art, but our past 
must not make us complacent; we must strive with conscious effort to 
enhance and enrich our inheritance. Is not the achievement of one 
Oriya a matter of pride for the people at large? ...I ask, with much 
anger, what our leaders in Orissa have done, or are doing, to nurture 
our culture and traditions. If Bipin is sent to Europe on a government 
scholarship, he will undoubtedly bring someday much glory to mother 
Orissa. I am drawing the attention of the government as well as 
members of the Bihar and Orissa Industrial Board to this cause.” 


Others, however, considered Bipin’s aspiration wild and unrealistic, 
and urged him to refrain from embarking on such quixotic adventures. 
He found out as well that Gopal Kanungo, ote of his Art School 
colleagues from Orissa who did possess a B.A. degree, had been turned 
down by the Bihar-Orissa government when he applied for financial 
assistance to study at the same College in London. Bipin’s response to 
these cautionary tales was characteristic: he drew a circle on the wall 
with ‘LONDON’ written inside, to focus his attention on this single 
goal as he awoke every morning. With no support forthcoming either 
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in Orissa or from the Bihar-Orissa government, Bipin finally went to 
Calcutta, where he had numerous friends and influential contacts. There 
too, the reception was largely skeptical. Even his former teache ¢ Mukul 
Dey, who considered Bipin a gifted artist and was himself ar alumnus 
of the Royal College of Art in London, told the young man hc would 
find it extraordinarily hard to handle the College’s curriculum with his 
handicap. Instead, as the current Principal of the Calcutta Art School, 
Mr. Dey offered him a faculty position in the same institute. Bipin’s 
mind was made up, however, and he continued to contact every possible 
individual he knew, both English and Indian, in search of help. Finally, 
in late 1930 — A year after his graduation from the Calcutta Art School, 
and with the dream giving way to desperation — a ray of hope alighted. 
Netaji Subhas Bose — ‘Subhas dada’ to Bipin — suggested that he simply 
£0 to London and personally explore the possibilities for admission. To 
marshal funds for the journey, and aid his stay in London, Subhas Bose 
advised Bipin to meet with Sarojini Naidu, who was then Governor 
of Bombay and also knew Bipin’s mother quite well. With Netaji’s 
letter of introduction to Sarojini Naidu, Bipin left immediately for 
Bombay. 


On his arrival there, Bipin found that Sarojini Naidu had left the 
city on a trip; he must wait for her return. Friendless and nearly penniless, 
he spent days without food and shelter, until finally he met one Mr. 
Banerjee in a hospital where Bipin had gone in search of a job. Mr. 
Banerjee, an engineer in the city had come to the hospital for his 
daughter’s treatment. He was fascinated by the young man engrossed 
in his drawing in the hospital corridor, waiting for a job offer. The two 
struck up a conversation, one thing led to another, and the final outcome 
was that one of Mr. Banerjee’s friends offered Bipin a room in his 
house in exchange for tutoring his two sons. 


Bipin and Sorojini Naidu finally met at the Taj Hotel in Bombay. 
Reading Subhas Bose’ letter, and perusing some of Bipin’s paintings 
and sketches, Mrs. Naidu, like others before her, was arrested by the 
young man’s talent and ambition. At the time, the Civil Disobedience 
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and Salt Agitation movements had shaken the British Empire, and talks 
for the Round Table Conference were in progress; despite her 
preoccupation with these weighty matters of state, however, Sarojini 
Naidu still found time to discuss Bipin’s plans with him. It was agreed 
that he would defer his departure for London by a year; for the interim, 
Mrs. Naidu arranged, through J.D. Naroji of Tata House and Chunila! 
Mehta, for Bipin to attend fine art classes in the famed J.J. School of 
Art in Bombay. She also ensured that Bipin’s tuition fees, lodging and 
personal expenses during this period were taken care of: he stayed with 
a Parsee family, teaching art to the daughter, while Chunilal Mehta 
supplied a stipend of sixty rupees a month. Bipin also worked for a 
while with the ‘Times of India’, and sold his sketches and paintings to 
save money for the journey to London. 


Bipin’s time in Bombay was well spent. Training at the J.J. School 
of Art was invaluable for honing his skills further, and his brush now 
came alive with more delicate strokes. Interacting with a number of 
western-educated people, he also learnt much about life in London 
and at the Royal College of Art. Bipin was always deeply interested in 
the political developments in the country. Living in Bombay gave him 
a chance to participate in the debates of the day. In June 1931, he 
attended the States Peoples’ Conference at Bombay as an observer, 
along with thé great Oriya leaders Laksmi Narayan Sahu, of the Servants 
of India Society, and Sarat Chandra Das of Mayurbhanj. Attending 
the All India meetings also brought him into contact with some of the 
frontline leaders of the time. 


The following year, 1932, Bipin came home to make final 
preparations for the voyage to London. He had marshaled one thousand 
rupees: just enough to buy the outward bound passage and last him 
three months in London. Questions of what would happen if he did 
not get into the Roval College of Art, and how he would afford the 
passage home, were too ominous to consider, and best left in the hands 
of the Almighty. His mother, the lonely widow without resources to 
support her son, nevertheless stood by Bipin. Her advice was simple: 
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have faith in God, conduct yourself with a dignity worthy of His 
blessings, remernber your roots, and return home to serve your country. 
His success was assured, she said, taking him in her arms on the eve of 
his departure, and he had nothing to fear. 


With his mother’s blessing as his amulet, Bipin returned to Bombay. 
Thence, armed with a letter of introduction from Sarojini Naidu to 
the Indian High Commissioner in London, and his mother’s advice to 
consult with her friend and well-wisher C.F. Andrews,-Bipin set sail for 
the unknown from the port of Colombo on 13 July1932. 
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V 
DEPPRESSING LONDON 


Bipin in a foreign land ... 


Bipin’s letters home tell of his experiences on the voyage. His words, 
drawn from a vocabulary limited in extent but not in power, evoke the 
wonder of alighting at every port of call, the excitement of meeting 
new people, the beauty of alien lands so different from his own, and 
the joy of a world opening, finally, to infinity beyond him. 


London itself arrived on 4 August1932, extending a characteristically 
bleak greeting of heavy fog, mist and rain. For Bipin, the excitement 
of reaching the country he had dreamed of for so long evaporated in 
the greyness. Unable to communicate much with the people around, 
suddenly uncertain of the future and with scant money in his pocket, 
the tired and homesick young man found his way to the Y.M.C.A. 
hostel. 


Next morning Bipin visited the Royal College of Art, where he 
was informed that admissions to the college would be announced 
sometime at end of September, preceded by an entrance test to be 
held shortly. In order to s# for the exam, the candidate must (i) have 
completed schooling in a recognized art school, and (ii) have passed 
the general O-levels at an English high school. For an Indian, a Bachelor's 
degree could substitute for the O-levels; Bipin, however, with an Art 
School certificate but no B.A., would be ineligible. 


Bipin then turned to the Indian High Commissioner, Sir B.N. Mitter, 
for help. In spite of Sarojini Naidu’ letter of introduction, the High 
Commissioner professed his inability to be of any assistance: he was 
convinced that the prestigious Royal College would not make an 
exception based merely on his recommendation, especially since there 
were other, alternate opportunities for the deaf and mute in London. 


His advice to Bipin, therefore, was to leave London and return to 
India as quickly as possible. 
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Having come this far, however, Bipin was loathe to give up yet. 
His conversation with the High Commissioner showed very clearly 
that bending the rules of a quintessentially British institution, such as the 
Royal College, was beyond the power of any Indian; he would have to 
garner the support of an influential British individual or institution instead. 
His mother had suggested speaking to C.F. Andrews, but the latter was 
not in London at the time. Instead, Bipin decided to approach the 
London Royal Association in Aid of the Deaf and Mutes, patronized 
by His Highness George V and presided over by the Lord Bishop of 
England. He met with the Superintendent of the Association, Reverend 
Albert Smith, and explained his predicament. In particular, Bipin argued 
that while waiving the Bachelor’s degree requirement would certainly 
buck tradition at the Royal College, it would nevertheless offer a great 
opportunity to the community of deaf and mute artists in general. 


Sympathetic to Bipin, the Reverend was still unsure of how exactly 
to help him; he needed time to mull it over, and asked the young man 
to come back in a little while. When Bipin returned, he carried with him 
some of his sketches and paintings, his certificate from the Art School 
in Calcutta, and the recommendation letters from home. Reverend 
Smith spent a long time with the fearless young man from India, 
discussing his plans and pledging to explore all possibilities on his behalf; 
he could not, however, guarantee success. For Bipin, there was nothing 
to do now but wait. He had exhausted all the avenues he knew of, his 
resources were nearly spent, the day of the examination was drawing 
inexorably closer, and the fulfillment of his dream seemed just as far 
away as when he was on the other side of the world. He had tried his 
utmost, and the almost certain collapse of all he had striven for was 
unbearable. 


Until finally one day, the Fates smiled again: as he trudged sadly 
along the streets of London, wondering if this was the last time he 
would do so, Bipin came face to face with C.F. Andrews himself, who 
had returned to London that very day. Mr. Andrews knew Bipin’s 
mother, Sarojini, very well as the charismatic woman leader from 
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Orissa, and had interacted with her during his visit to Orissa; he also 
knew Bipin from India, and had attended an exhibition of his work in 
Calcutta. In the meantime, he had received a letter from Sarojini as 
well, informing him of her son’s journey to London. Bipin was ecstatic 
to see him. 


The young man put his problem before C.F. Andrews: he did not 
wish any preferential treatment for admission to the Royal College, but 
asked only to be allowed to take the entrance examination, and prove 
his merit in fair competition. Agreeing that a recommendation from 
the Royal Association in Aid of the Deaf Mutes would strengthen 
Bipin’s case, Mr. Andrews accompanied him to another meeting with 
Reverend Smith. One can only imagine the good Reverend’s amazement 
and delight at C.F. Andrews himself — a priest legendary throughout 
the Empire by then and known affectionately as Christ’s Faithful Apostle 
— materializing on his doorstep. In short order, a recommendation 
endorsing Bipin was procured from the Royal Association; all three 
then sallied forth to meet the Principal of the Royal College of Art, Sir 
William Rothenstein. 


The case presented to the Principal Rothenstein was persuasive. 
Mr. Andrews and Reverend Smith argued that Bipin was clearly an 
artist of extraordinary talent and perseverance, and a student of rare 
distinction from the Calcutta School of Art. The latter school too had 
waived its (matriculation) degree requirement for deaf and mutes, and 
Bipin had gone on to prove the wisdom of this leniency by surpassing 
most of his better educated fellow artists at the school. It was only his 
handicap that prevented his getting a Bachelor’s degree in India; in view 
of his accomplishments so far, this alone should not be allowed to 
obstruct his sitting for the Royal College’s exam. Convinced, the Principal 
took the case before the management committee of the College, and 
the Bachelor’s requirement was, at long last, waived for Bipin. 

For Bipin, this was a turning point. On the one hand, the thought 
of the test filled him with trepidation: he was unfamiliar with the 
examination system in England, did not know the level of expectations, 
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and was none too comfortable with the language. The embarrassment, 
he thought, “If I cannot even qualify after all the trouble others have 
gone through on my behalf!” However, he knew too that this was a 
chance of a lifetime, and began fervently to prepare. 


Finally it was the day before the exam. Lonely and anxious in an 
alien land, Bipin turned to Reverend Smith, the man perhaps most 
responsible for bringing him so near his cherished goal, for comfort 
and blessings. As he sat in the Reverend’s drawing room, Bipin’s eyes 
fell upon a famous painting depicting the birth of Jesus. He had never 
seen it before, and was spellbound by the superb brushwork and 
exquisite attention to detail. Besides marveling at the art, Bipin was 
deeply moved by the painting’s subject, about which he had no clear 
knowledge - immersed in silence, lacking a regular schooling, he had 
missed much that seemed commonplace to others. He asked endless 
questions of the Reverend, who answered them patiently, recounting 
to young Bipin for the first time the story of the birth and life of 
Christ. 

As he lay sleeping that night, Bipin experienced an epiphany which 
he often recounted later to his family. He felt as though he were wide 
awake, and his room was awash in light; the image of Jesus then 
appeared before him, hands raised in blessing. Bipin knelt, eyes closed 
and hands folded, in prayer before the Lord; when he opened his eyes 
again, he saw the vision recede, and the room plunge back into darkness. 
Bipin woke up, overwhelmed by the visitation and blessing from Christ 
in his dream. 

Imagine Bipin’s astonishment then, the next day in the examination 
hall, when he discovered that the central theme of the test was to portray 
the birth of Jesus. Sending up a silent prayer of gratitude, he began to 
draw. 

Not wishing to dwell on his performance, Bipin then vanished into 
the quiet mountains of Scotland. Three days later, the results were 
announced, and he returned to London and hastened to the College 
notice board. Scanning the roster from the bottom, a trembling Bipin 
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slowly made his way up; midway through, his name still did not appear, 
and the young man felt his knees giving way. On the verge of quitting, 
he mustered enough courage to look one last time, this time from the 
top; lo and behold, there he was, right at the top list, chosen to be one 
among those proud new students of the Royal College of Art! Bipin 
could not believe his eyes, and checked again, but there was no mistake. 
Principal Rothenstein came by the room just then, and walked over to 
congratulate him. Bipin was overwhelmed by what he knew to be the 


grace of the Almighty. 


Young Bipin now became an instant celebrity among the Indian 
students and the deaf and mute community in London. For the latter 
the success was especially poignant and significant - Bipin was the first 
deaf and mute ever to be admitted to London’s Royal College of Art. 


His British well-wishers immediately came forward with suggestions 
uf financial support. First among these was Principal Rothenstein 
himself, who wrote letters of recommendation on Bipin’s behalf to 
the Indian High Commission as well as to Indian royalty living in 
London, urging them to fund the young man’s college education. The 
references earned Bipin a scholarship from the High Commissioner’s 
Office, while his admission fees were taken care of by Sir Alexander 
Murray, a former Executive Council Member of the Bengal Presidency 
and the President of the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School who had 
encountered Bipin’s art while in India. A third source of support was 
Mr. Alfred Potts, a rich deaf and mute friend of Bipin’s in London, 
who specially furnished and gave Bipin a part of his house to live in. 
The association with Mr. Potts was possibly the best thing to have 
happened to the young man during his student days in London. Bipin 
found in him the love of his lost brother, and the protection of his 
father. Another very close friend was Ms. Margaret Walker, who had 
become deaf and mute after her school years. A professional typist, 
she helped Bipin with his class notes and all his correspondence; she 
also introduced him to social life in London. Secure and well provided 
for, he could now settle into a relatively comfortable life and devote 
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time to painting. Occasionally he would sell some of his work too, 
and the financial solvency gave Bipin much-needed confidence. He 
began interacting with various social and philanthropic organizations, 
and made time to work and support other needy students. 
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VI 
THE DREAM FULFILLED 


At the Royal College of Art London (1932 — 1935 ) ... 


The sky had been overcast the day Bipin landed in London; in contrast, 
the weather was glorious and sunny on 3 November 1932, when Bipin 
first set foot as a student in the Royal College of Art, the palace of his 
dreams. He climbed the steps with tears in his eyes and a shiver down 
his back, overawed by the imposing building, the thought of pursuing 
his passion among extraordinary artists in one of the finest art schools 
of the world, and in the end, by the simple fact that he was, finally, 
here. 


Still, Bipin was conscious that in the midst of the rich.English and 
European student community, he was severely handicapped on more 
than one front. The vast library spread a lavish store of knowledge 
before him, but Bipin, with his limited English, could only pick at it in 
the beginning. In the classroom, he could not hear his professors; he 
could read their lips, but the lips of these men, uttering an unfamiliar 
language in an alien accent, moved in strange ways. Bipin therefore 
threw himself into mastering English, spending days and sleepless nights 
learning from friends and books. Eventually the library yielded its 
secrets, and Bipin devoured its works on the masters; classes started to 
become a pleasure rather than a chore, and when his deafness prevented 
him from taking notes (no amount of lip-reading can help when the 
teacher addresses the blackboard with his back to you), fellow students 
were on hand to lend theirs, and the teachers glad to help after class. 
Even so, the concentration required of Bipin is boggling. Eyes transfixed 
by the instructor’s face and gestures in order to understand, but required 
to attend simultaneously to the paintings being shown, the techniques 
being demonstrated, myriad questions being asked, and the blank page 
on the desk where all of it must be put down, learning in the classroom 
was a Herculean task for the young man, and he needed to put in many 
times the effort of his fellow students in order to compete. 
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Bereft of hearing, what Bipin had, however, was the ability to truly 
see. The world spoke to him visually, and came alive in his mind’s eye, 
perhaps far more keenly than for those who could both see . 'd hear, 
and he replied in kind with his hands on the canvas. He pair ~d night 
and day; passing by his room, you would hear the silken si oe of 
brush on cloth, and if you chanced to glance into his lighted window at 
night, you would see a young man sitting upright in front of his easel, 
pencil or brush poised lightly in slender fingers. He excelled at pencil 
sketches, with bold and powerful lines and exquisite spacing, and the 
composition of colors in his paintings was bewitchingly original. 
Impressed by his landscapes, Principal Rothenstein often asked him to 
demonstrate for his classmates. With his lifelong enforced practice at 
discerning the nuances of expression and body language, Bipin’s portraits 
too were remarkable for their suffusion of life. Flowering now as an 
artist, he decided to major in Fine Arts along with the regular course in 
Commercial Art. 


When Bipin was still in his first year at the College, only seven months 
after joining, he organized a one-man show of his paintings and sketches 
at the Ritz Hotel in London, in July1933. The inauguration on July 19 
was attended by several eminent personalities, both English and Indian. 
The Indian High Commissioner selected Bipin’s pencil portrait ‘of 
former British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, for permanent 
display at the India House Gallery in London. 


The Times of India wrote, “Mr. George Lansbury (the British 
Labour Party Leader) was greatly taken by a remarkably exact pencil 
portrait of Mr. Lloyd George whose quizzical expression the artist has 
caught with striking fidelity. The Aga Khan was much impressed by a 
delicate watercolour painting of a group of dancers. While Mr. 
Choudhury’s drawings are meritorious and his grouping of subjects is 
good, the most noticeable feature of his work is the vivdness of 
colouring and his meticulous regard for detail, far removed from a 
prevailing propensity in other artists for mere doubing or 


impressionism.” 
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The show, and the artist, was greeted with acclaim and admiration 
by the guests, some of whose statements are mentioned here: 


“Orissa is to be congratulated for producing such a stout hearted 
son. I wish him every success” 


— C.L.Philip, 1.C.S., Commissioner of Orissa. 


“] sincerely hope my countrymen in their new Aspirations will ever 
remember that Art is the highest expression of man’s striving for a 
greater and fuller life” 


— The Aga Khan 

“Best Wishes” 

- Sir Tez Bahadur Sapru. 

“Best Wishes” 

- M.A.Jinnah. 

“With best wishes for the future of yourself and of Art in India” 


- Francis Nelps, Professor of Fine Art Section in the Royal College 
of Art. 


During these student days in London, Bipin led a very active social 
life. Grateful to the Royal Association in Aid of Deaf and Mutes for 
its support during his initial time of need, he was always eager to aid in 
its labors among the disabled. He set aside time from his heavy schedule 
to work on its behalf, and was especially active in collecting donations 
for the organization. In 1935, the Association hosted the Fourth 
International Games for the Deaf; as a member, Bipin was assigned 
various volunteer duties. His interest on this occasion went beyond the 
excitement of involvement in an international event. Bipin wished to 
interact with the participants and their sponsors, to learn more about 
the status of the deaf and mute in societies around the world, and the 
facilities available to them in other countries. Furthermore, he was keenly 
aware of being the de-facto face of the Indian deaf and mute 
community at the event, since the country was not otherwise represented 
in these International Games, and he endeavoured to present a positive 
image of India and its rich heritage to the western audience. 
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During this time, Bipin was also in touch with Indian students and 
journalists based in London. Through them he kept himself abreast of 
political happenings at home, and the freedom struggle sweeping like 
wildfire through India. He joined Indian students whenever they met 
with British government officials to present their demands and 
memoranda, and was a regular at the meetings in Hyde Park (across 
the street from the Royal College), where students gathered every Sunday 
to debate various issues of nationalism. It was here that Bipin met S.C. 
Deb of Chikiti, Orissa, who had come to London for higher studies. 
Bipin suggested that he study art, so they could open an art school 
together one day, when they returned home. 


Bipin made every effort as well to meet Indian leaders visiting 
London. In particular, this was a time when the Oriya Movement for 
a separate Orissa Province was going on, and representatives from 
Orissa were often in London to present their demands to the authorities. 
Bipin regularly interacted with these visitors, some of whom he knew 
earlier as friends of the family, and others whose acquaintance he made 
for the first time in London. A number of these people continued to 
be his lifelong friends and advisors, and were of immense help during 
the formative years of the school for the deaf that Bipin later founded 
in Orissa. 

Finally, living in England, Bipin was constantly trying to learn more 
about the country - its history, culture, ideals and traditions. He especially 
admired the British system of education and the socio-political awareness 
of the people, and his close association with C.F. Andrews, Alexender 
Murray and the Member of Parliament George Lansbury gave him 
deeper insight into British history and culture. These years of reflection 
in a foreign land, and the breadth of vision that it engendered, would 
stand Bipin in good stead when he embarked on his work in Orissa. 

In 1935, Bipin graduated from the Royal College of Art with an 
A.R.C.A (Associate Royal College of Art) Degree, awarded a First 
Division with Distinction and ranked among the first four of his class. 
The news was flashed in nearly all the important newspapers of London. 
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The Daily Mail and Times of London wrote of the deaf boy who 
created history, and secured great pride for India in the process, by 
being the first to attain such distinction. The Daily Mirror wrote, “...unable 
to hear a word that was spoken he reads lectures from the professors’ 
lips. Now having succeeded in the face of so great handicaps, his 
ambition is to go back to India and teach art to deaf and dumb people.” 
Reprints from the English dailies were immediately published in the 
Times of India, of Bombay, and the Statesman, of Calcutta. For the 
deaf and mute of the world, the service that Bipin had rendered their 
community through his excellence was cause for much celebration. 


Sir William Rothenstein, Principal of the Royal College of Art, 
selected one of Bipin’s paintings, ‘Adoration of the Speech’ for the Art 
Gallery of the College. He saw the young man as a messenger of a 
new era in India, and wrote, “Mr.Choudhury should be of great service 
on return to India as a resourceful teacher and demonstrator.” Indeed, 
should Bipin not wish to return to India right away, Sir William 
Rothenstein offered him the chance to continue at honour of continuing 
the R.A. This was not a regular coursework; it offered on the other 
hand an opportunity for a selected few so that they could continue 
painting and attain a certain level of maturity in their style as recognized 
by the Academy. The R.A. was thus acknowledged as the highest 
distinction that any artist could aspire for in England. For Bipin, this 
was a once-in-a-lifetime ofter. Moreover, Alfred Potts, who had given 
over a part of his house to Bipin to live in, announced his intention to 
bequeath his property to Bipin if he were to remain in England; 
meanwhile, Margaret Walker expressed her desire to marry him, and 
was even prepared to settle down in India with him if he wished. 


These were heartrending choices for Bipin. On the one hand, with 
hard work and determination, he had established himself securely as 
an artist in London. With the opportunities now laid before him in 
England, he could afford to follow his passion with a freedom 
inconceivable in India. His warmth, integrity, dignity and charm had 
also earned him many loyal and dear friends, whom he could not 
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imagine leaving behind forever. On the other hand, Bipin was conscious 
of his responsibilities as the eldest surviving son of his widowed mother. 
She had written him too of her burgeoning unhappiness and solitude, 
asking him to return (though, perhaps feeling guilty for having done so, 
also hastened to add that she would continue to support him if he 
wished to remain for further studies). Sarojini’s courageous parting words 
had buoyed Bipin through all these years in a foreign land, and he felt it 
was time he went back to fulfill his duties as a son. Moreover, he had 
vowed to return and serve the motherland, and there was no better 
time for this than now, when India’s history was in the making. In the 
end, therefore, he resolved to sacrifice his personal gains and come 
back to India. In so doing, he plunged into an experiment with life that 
stands as a testament to the man’s greatness., 


On the eve of Bipin’s departure from London, the Principal, faculty 
and students of the Royal College of Art, members of numerous 
clubs and societies he was associated with, and his many personal friends 
gathered to bid him farewell with glowing tributes but heavy hearts. 
The farewell address hailed him as a pioneer for the world’s disabled, 
and a proud son of India; replying in his parting speech, Bipin humbly 
acknowledged the immeasurable support of his countless Indian and 
English well-wishers, without whom all his dreams would have come 
to nought. Asked to write a few lines in Bipin’s autograph book, Principal 
Rothenstein simply sketched the face of Keshab Chandra Sen, the 
progressive leader from Bengal: this was his message to, and hope for, 
the young man as he embarked on the rest of his life. 

A monthly magazine, Ephphatha, published in the interests of the 
Deaf and of Missionary and Educational work amongst them from 
Leicester at 7, Princess Street wrote, 

“We heartily congratulate our Indian friend and brother; Mr. 
B.B.Choudhury on his success in obtaining the degree of A.R.C.A. of 
the Royal College of Art, London. 

He had the honour of receiving his diploma on July 19. It was a 
historic day, and some friends had the pleasure of visiting the college 
and taking tea with him. 
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Mr. Choudhury was educated at the Calcutta School for the deaf, 
and gained a scholarship at the Art School there. Having completed his 
course here, he is returning to India to teach art to the deaf there. 
During his time in London, he made many friends, who appreciated 
his warm-hearted ways and kindness. 


He left London on October 3" for India via Liverpool, and he 
asked the editor to give this message to all his deaf friends in England. 
“Please remember me when I am in India. 1 will always remember you 
all. 1 pray, God may bless you all. I give you my best wishes. Good 
bye.” 

Bipin set sail from London on 3 October1935, stopping to visit 
France, Spain, Italy and Egypt on the way home. His mother travelled 
all the distance from Cuttack to Bombay to receive him. 
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VII 
RETURN TO INDIA 


Homecoming ... 


Bipin arrived in India in October, 1935, to rousing receptions from 
diverse quarters. In Bombay, the city’s deaf and mute society arranged 
a felicitation ceremony in his honour, attended by a large cross-section 
of the population; he was also offered a job in the city which he 
apparently declined. After two days of parties and receptions in 
Bombay, Bipin began his journey east to Orissa. On the way, he was 
met by a cheering crowd of thousands at Calcutta’s Howrah station. 
Bearing bouquets and garlands, hugging and shouting, they entreated 
him to stay and make the city his home; at their urging, he remained in 
Calcutta for another week of receptions and welcoming ceremonies 
before making his way home. “After passing some happy and bright 
days with my Calcutta friends, I started for Cuttack with a throbbing 
heart to see my hometown and my relations and friends,” wrote Bipin. 
He reached Cuttack in the first week of November, to a hero’s welcome. 


On 4 November1935, the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad of Cuttack 
arranged a felicitation ceremony in Bipin’s honour at the Sriramachandra 
Bhavan. Presiding over the occasion, Prof. Saradakanta Ganguli 
introduced Bipin to the large audience; other eminent speakers included 
Bimal Krishna Pal and Kisori Mohan Joardar. Lalit Kumar Dasgupta 
presented the felicitation address on behalf of the association. 
Raibahadur Lakshmidhar Mahanty, appealed to the people of Orissa 
to provide a suitable plot of land to the young man for the fulfillment 
of his endeavour to the cause of art. 

In his address to the gathering, Bipin, dwelt at some length on the 
differences and points of contact between the idealistic art of the east 
and realistic art of the west. Making two sketches to illustrate his ideas 
about the beauty of the former tradition and the expressiveness of the 
latter, he stated that his mission was to strive for harmony between the 


two. 
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He ended his speech by saying that in his life he experienced that 
physical fitness, interaction with people, combating one’s limitations 
and conquering unhappiness are the roads to success in life. 


According to the report of the Uzkala Dipika dated 6 
November1935, the Utkala Sahitya Sama, the most reputed literary 
association of Orissa at the time, organized an All Orissa Felicitation 
for Bipin at the Sriramchandra Bhavan, Cuttack on 5 November1935. 
The meeting was attended by almost all the eminent citizens of the city 
as well as by a large student community. The speakers paid glowing 
tributes to Bipin for his extraordinary achievements in the realm of art. 
Simultaneously, they hailed Bipin’s love for the homeland, particularly 
because the young man had given up a life in London that had promised 
so much in terms of comfort and career. 


Braja Sundar Das was the president on the occasion. Bipin sat beside 
him on the dais. Bipin was garlanded and was given a warm welcome. 
Bhikari Charan Patnaik, Gopal Chandra Praharaj, Prof. Parsuram Mishra 
and the lawyer Dibakar Subuddhi spoke on this occasion about Bipin’s 
accomplishments that had enhanced Orissa’s honour in the world and 
blessed him. His younger brother Saila Behari Choudhury then read 
out the comments and the tributes paid to Bipin both in India and 
abroad by eminent people. 


In the presidential address, Braja Sundar Das recollected the grand 
master Sibei Santara who had brought great glory to Utkala. Bipin too, 
he said, enhanced the pride of the mother Utkala in the world, in spite 
of all his hurdles from the God given physical handicap to socio- 
economic ones. He stood as an example for the youth. He also 
congratulated Sarojini Choudhury on behalf of the assembly for giving 
such an accomplished child to Utkala. 


He quoted Utkalamani Gopabandhu Das who had already breathed 
his last in 1928, but some of his verses continue to be the Mantra of 
every Oriya. Referring to Gopabandhu’s verse, “the Hindu is not born 
to fulfill his own desire, every drop of his blood is meant for the well 
being of the whole mankind” Braja Sundar requested Bipin and the 
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youth to dedicate them for working towards reaching the land to a 
higher and glorious level. 


Then the Sraddhanjahk, a tribute to Bipin written in Oriya by Bichhanda 
Charan Patnaik was sung. The English rendering is in the following, 
I 


“In a land where Art has outdone 
Even the ever creative Nature, 
In a country glorified by Konarka, 
You were born at an auspicious moment. 
Sent by the Lord to join 
The Motherland in her suffering 
And redeem her from humiliation and darkness, like the sun. 
Hl 
“Despite her distress, the soul of Utkala has not died; 
This you established, O enlightened one, 
In Art’s court with your brush. 
In your glory, 
In your victorious achievements, 
The Motherland shines, 
And we all stand proud. 
mM 
“The silent damsels of Konarka 
Have become eloquent in their ululations; 
The mute stone statues have come to life, 
Offering their welcome platters. 
In this land of learning, of creative efflorescence, 
Accept the tributes of crores of Utkaliyas 
That we offer today!” 
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Bipin responded gracefully to the honour and affection showered 
on him and read out his brief speech. He said that he would most 
certainly work towards the cause of Orissa. 


Known to be completely deaf and mute, the speech by Bipin 
stunned the audience. They sang in one voice, 


‘Mukam Karoti Bacha/am (the mute receives the gift of speech) 
Pangum Langhayate Giri (the.lame crosses the mountain) 

Yadkripa Tamaham Vande (One who receives Your blessings) 
Paramananda Madhava’ (Oh ever blissful Madhavan, we bow to thee.) 


They prayed for his health and long life. Thereafter, Gopal Chandra 
Praharaj read out the written speech by Bipin again. Following a formal 
thanks giving by Damodar Kar, the meeting ended. 


Sarojini Choudhury introduced Bipin personally to each one in the 
gathering. He touched the feet of the elders. They embraced him and 
blessed him again and again. 


The same evening Bipin left for Calcutta. 


Shift to Calcutta 


Having spent fifteen years of his life in Calcutta, Bipin felt quite at 
home in the city almost as soon as he arrived. His proficiency in Bengali 
as well as his wide social contacts helped him further in settling down 
quickly. Meanwhile, the Calcutta Art School had offered him a position 
in the faculty and Justice C.C. Biswas, who knew his father and was 
fond of Bipin, sent the proposal with his strong endorsement to the 
management of the School to confirm Bipin’s appointment. 


The deaf and mute circle in Calcutta that had known Bipin earlier 
on welcomed his arrival. They organized a special meeting on 5 July1936 
in which Bipin chaired and passed a resolution founding “The All India 
Institute for the Deaf and Mutes.” The Institute started functioning 


under his Chairmanship and was located at 21-1 Balaram Ghosh Street, 
Shyambazar, Calcutta. 
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Even as Bipin was attempting to reorganize his life in Calcutta, a 
strange and sad event took place. The Calcutta Art School which had 
offered him not only the job of a regular faculty member but had also 
promised to raise him to the Vice-Principal’s position soon with the 
aim of making him head the institute some day, withdrew the offer. 
Bipin was taken by surprise and was naturally disappointed. His reflection 
on this turn of event and volte face of the School’s management was 
as follows: 


In 1935, when Bipin passed out of the Royal College, reports about 
his life and achievements were published in newspapers in India including 
the Calcutta Statesman dated 27 August1935 that wrote about him 
under the caption, ‘Brilliant Student’. In one such report by a special 
correspondent, it was mentioned that Bipin was the grandson of the 
great ‘Bengali’ novelist Fakir Mohan Senapati. Immediately rejoinders 
poured in from Orissa informing that Fakir Mohan was not only an 
Oriya novelist, he was indeed held in great esteem as the Father of the 
modern Oriya literature. In 1936, when Bipin returned to Calcutta, the 
territorially shrunken Bengal had been facing serious problem of 
unemployment even for its educated youth. Therefore, the local 
aspirants for the job in the Art School made an issue of the offer made 
to Bipin. The authorities now asked Bipin to give a statement to the 
effect that he was a Bengali. This was totally unacceptable to Bipin and 
the job offer was withdrawn. Being a very broadminded person Bipin 
did not believe in caste, creed and regionalism; however all through his 
life he also never gave in when facing any unjust pressure. The controversy 
was highlighted in almost all the news papers in Orissa. 


The turn of events was a disappointment for Bipin, but he did not 
leave Calcutta immediately. The newly formed All India Deaf and 
Dumb Association needed his support on all fronts; more crucial was 
an art exhibition by the deaf and mutes of Calcutta scheduled by the 
Association in December, 1936. Bipin extended his full support and 
the exhibition was inaugurated by the Viceroy’s wife Lady Linlithgow. 
It was a very successful exhibition and Bipin’s credibility soared higher. 
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‘Bichitra’, a Calcutta based journal, published Sushil Kumar’s report, 
“the soft-spoken young man with dignity and taste would strike you 
for his self-confidence, strength of mind and boundless energy. He 
instilled the same life-force in his fellow workers and gave the association 
high visibility and long term productive programme.” 


Return to Orissa 


Bipin finally decided to leave Calcutta and shift to his homeland 
Orissa for pursuing a professional career. By this time Orissa had already 
been constituted into a separate province. Responsible Oriyas now 
realized that people had to put in a great deal of efforts in order to 
achieve higher socio-economic standards in Orissa; there was thus an 
atmosphere of commitment all around. Temperamentally, Bipin felt, 
in the environment, an instant closeness although he had spent a greater 
part of his youth outside Orissa. He developed a strong urge now to 
join the forces of nation-building primarily based on Orissa’s gloricus 
heritage in art and culture. Simultaneously he was also conscious of his 
moral responsibility towards the hapless deaf mutes of his land. Taking 
art to a glorious height and uplifting the physically disadvantaged like him to the 
level of others in the society were the two primary missions that took deep roots in 
him; the young man of thirty one years dedicated the rest of his life in fulfilling them. 


In order to translate his vision into reality, he now seriously began 
preparing the blue prints of an Art School and an Institute for the 
Deaf Mute in his home province. 


In Orissa, an Interim Ministry had been formed under Maharaja 
Krushnachandra Gajapati Dev of Parlakhemundi; Bipin had met him 
and known him in London. The Parla Chief who was known for his 
patronage of art and culture had a long discussion with young Bipin 
and took keen interest in the two projects presented by him. In July 
1937, the Congress Ministry was formed under the leadership of 
Biswanath Das who wrote to Bipin to go ahead with his plan of the 
Institute for the Deaf and promised him all possible governmental 
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help. Bipin’s life’s passion was art, yet his commitment to the cause of 
the deaf and dumb was phenomenal. He took up the responsibility of 
educating the deaf and dumb community as the national cause. 
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VIII 
COMPASSION BECOMES A PROFESSION 


The deaf-mutes in Orissa get their first institution ... 


During his stay in Calcutta in 1936 and subsequently in 1937, Bipin 
moved around the country, meeting eminent personalities. He met them 
in the Central Legislature, in Art Institutes, at the associations of the 
Deaf-Mutes, in the media, in Business Houses (including the Birlas), as 
also the royalties such as the Nizam of Hyderabad. He discussed with 
them about his vision of the projects soliciting their support. Meanwhile, 
news had spread about his plan to educate the deaf. Bipin had alrzady 
interacted with some families in Orissa having handicapped children. 
He also studied the socio-economic constraints such families faced. He 
had done the fieldwork to learn about the disparity existing between 
the urban and rural areas, with regard to the disabled and their families. 
A couple of deaf-mute boys at Cuttack started coming to him by now 
in 1937 to receive private coaching. Bipin started teaching them; it was 
also a new experience for him. Bipin however had a larger vision. He 
wanted to institutionalize the education of this neglected segment in 
the society. 


On 11 December1937 Bipin invited eminent educationists and 
leaders to a meeting at Cuttack for discussion in order to devise ways 
and means for starting a deaf and dumb school at Cuttack. The meeting 
was convened at the residence of Bhubanananda Das, a great leader 
of the Oriya Union Movement and a member of the Central 
Legislature. As was reported in the Amrit Bazar Patrika dated 16.12. 
1937 prominent among those present in the meeting were B.Das, his 
lawyer brother Swami Bichitrananda Das, M.C. Pradhan, the Principal 
of the Cuttack Training College, and Khitish Roychoudhury. 


The executive committee constituted thereupon, included B.Das as 
the President; Bichitrananda Das as the Treasurer; B.B.Choudhury was 
the General Secretary and the Principal of the proposed Institute, 
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K.C.Roychoudhury as the General Secretary and Accountant, M.C. 
Pradhan was the Auditor. Professor Pranakrishna Parija, the lawyer 
Harihara Mohapatra, Lalmohan Patnaik, Bhagirathi Mahapatra and 
Sarojini Choudhury were taken as members. It was decided that the 
provisional committee was to do the preliminary and general work of 


the proposed deaf and dumb School. 


Samaj dated 18 December1937 published a note by Bipin to the 
effect that “in spite of the many deaf and dumb in the villages of our 
country no effort has been made to their education and development, 
which is essential in a civilized world. It is a shame and sorry state to 
dismiss a physical disabled as a burden to the society. As one 
experienced, I realize the intense desire of those physically disabled to 
bring some change for the better in their condition. I inform to the 
guardians of such unfortunate ones that soon there would be one school 
for the deaf and dumb. Those who were interested may apply with 
one ‘anna’ (one sixteenth of a rupee that was in use preceding the 
decimal system) postage stamp for the detail information in the address 
of B.B. Choudhury.” 


The Appeal issued at Cuttack dated 9 January1938, over the 
signatures of B.Das, P.K. Parija, M.C. Pradhan, Khan Bahadur Ahmed 
Bux and other prominent citizens of Cuttack was published in all the 
news papers in Orissa including that of the AB Patrika in order to 
espouse public awareness and receive financial support. 


The Appeal read, 


“Over 6500 deaf and dumb people are passing their days in untold 
sufferings and great distress in the province of Orissa. Their hard lucks 
can better be imagined than described. The Government is now making 
efforts to impart Compulsory Primary Education in the normal children 
of Orissa. But the case of unfortunate defective children of the soil 
may go by default. 

No effort so far has been made in Orissa to bring such defective 
infants under the control of any education either by the government or 
by popular efforts. An attempt is being made to devise ways and means 
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so that such unfortunate children can be trained up in some useful 
pursuits of life to enjoy advantages of education and fight for themselves 
in the struggle for living. 


Our worthy...Mr. B.B. Choudhury who himself was deaf and 
dumb has felt the necessity of an institution when education can be 
imparted to our unfortunate deaf and dumb children of the province. 
Mr. Choudhury is more or less known to the public in Orissa... 


Mr. Choudhury is a bright example of what position a deaf and 
dumb child can attain under proper educational facilities. We have 
sympathy with this noble objective of Mr. Choudhury, namely to start 
an All Orissa Deaf and Dumb School, for Orissa and we appeal to the 
generous public to give proper encouragement in this laudable venture. 
The institution will be managed by a strong Board of Governors on 
an election basis from among the donors and sympathizers. Mr. K.C. 
Raichoudhury zamindar, Cuttack has kindly offered the use of his rooms 
in his compound of Kazibazar for the start of this institution. 


It is estimated that Rs.2500/- will be necessary as initial expenditure 
to start the institution and to run it for a year. A curriculum has been 
made out and it is intended to teach reading, writing and also crafts to 
other children. Arrangement is also to be made to supply the students 
with the light meal in the day time at the institution. This modest sum 
we have will be soon forthcoming from the public. Contributions may 
kindly be sent to Swami Bichitrananda Das...which will be duly 
acknowledged. All other communications may be addressed to Mr. 
B.B. Choudhury, Ganeshghat, Cuttack.” 


In March 1938, when Gandhi was touring Orissa, Bipin met him in 
the village Delang (in Puri District) during thé fourth Annual Conference 
of the Gandhi Seva Sangha and received his blessing’ for his proposed 
school. Gandhi appealed to the people of Orissa to stand by Bipin, 
and wrote “...May your wish to serve be fulfilled”. Bipin held one art 
exhibition in the Conference premises; Gandhiji visited the stall, and 
Bipin sketched Gandhi’s portrait on the spot. This sketch eventually 
found its place of honour in the Gallery of the Indian Embassy in 
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Washington D.C. Bipin also presented Gandhiji with two of his sketches 
depicting the temples of Orissa. 


All these efforts notwithstanding, almost a year passed with nothing 
substantial forthcoming in the form of public donation for the proposed 
school. The initial meager proposed budget of even rupees two 
thousand and five hundred now seemed far-fetched. Bipin decided to 
go to Calcutta for soliciting some funds using his old contacts. He then 
toured the Orissa Princely States and various estates (Mayurbhaj, 
Khallikote, Athagarh, Kanika etc.) meeting the chiefs and the landlords, 
presenting them with their portraits, expecting them to contribute for a 
good cause. He also visited a number of them outside Orissa including 
Hyderabad, Patiala, Murshidabad hoping to receive physical help. 
However, what he received was primarily goodwill and blessings that 
did not help the cause very much. 


As days passed by, Bipin felt restless and decided to open the school 
with whatever little money he had. The invitation for the ceremony of 
the inauguration of the All Orissa Deaf and Dumb School was extended 
to the public through all the news papers in Orissa and also in some 
neighbouring ones. Signed by Bichitrananda Das, Lalmohan Patnaik, 
P.Parija, Harihar Mohapatra, M.C. Pradhan, B.B. Choudhury the notice 
said that the Honourable Mr. Biswanath Das would inaugurate the 
function on Sunday, 11.9.1938 at 6.30 pm. 


The All Orissa Deaf and Dumb School came into being on 11 
September1938 in Sutahat (Christian Village), Cuttack, at the private 
rented residence of a generous gentleman, Krushna Prasad Brahmachari. 
The school was inaugurated by the Chief Minister (then called Prime 
Minister) Biswanath Das at 6.00 PM in the presence of almost all the 
dignitaries of Cuttack. Gandhi’s wire from Wardhaganj in the following 
“Your school should be a blessing to deaf mutes” had arrived the 
previous day, on 10 September1938. 

The school started working with four students to begin with. 
Although there were six thousand five hundred such physically 
disadvantaged children in Orissa and a promise of free education up 
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to the primary level was made, the parents, who thought it a curse to 
have such children, did not believe that this education held any future. 
Bipin went from door to door in Cuttack, in deep interior of the hilly 
areas, into the villages, to the uneducated and poor, to the rich and 
powerful, trying to explain the humane side of the issue and requesting 
them not to subject these unfortunate creations of God to sorcery and 
rejection. The social stigma attached was still very strong and Bipin was 
often subjected to much humiliation and abuse. 


Of the four students who joined the school, one came from a 
village with no place to stay and lived with Bipin. Bipin had to cook, 
support the boy and take him in his bike to attend the school which 
was qu'te far from the place where he lived. 


In November, he shifted the school to Bimal Kutir, his other ancestral 
house at Ganeshghat, in Cuttack. The location of the house, on the 
bank of Kathajor? was excellent; however the interior of the building 
was not suitable for class rooms and for his office where he would 
receive visitors. Eventually, he rented a house nearby, on rupees forty- 
seven a month that belonged to the eminent lawyer of Cuttack, 
Gokulananda Choudhury and converted it into a school-cum-residence. 
The government aid fc.r the school was nominal-only rupees six hundred 
per year which was sufficient only for the rent. The initial stipulation of 
rupees hundred per month as his salary made by the executive committee 
was reduced to fifty considering the small number of the students. In 
addition, the responsible people in power equated the school’s status 
with a lower primary school whereby Bipin like a village school master 
was responsible for the entire gamut of activities that ranged from 
arranging for funds, collecting students as well as teaching them and 
looking after the administration of the school. Nobody apart from 
Bipin seemed to have cared to understand that these handicapped 
children needed delicate handling and therefore more than normal 
physical and moral support was required. He wrote many incisive articles 
in the newspapers and journals in Orissa to highlight their problems. 
To his anguish, his brush and colour were being active when he 
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desperately needed funds to keep the school alive. 


But then Bipin was the messiah who would stop at nothing to 
deliver his brethren from misery and to lead them to the promised 
land. He turned the school into a place of pilgrimage. Sarojini Naidu, 
C.V. Raman, C.F. Andrews, Mira Ben, Subhas Chandra Bose were among 
the luminaries who visited the school. His dedication drew world 
attention and the legendary Helen Keller wrote to him on 26 June1945, 
‘What a beautiful thought you have sent us across a sad, war-shadowed 
world from India, whose Poet and Teacher, Rabindranath Tagore, I 
knew and loved! You gladden me with the lignt of your own courage 
and the voice of your love in founding and directing the School for the 
Deaf and Dumb at Cuttack. 


“May God hold up your hands with ever greater strength to break 
down cruel silences that still condemn some of His little ones to loneliness 
and ignorance! May you live to taste the blessedness of seeing through 
you many of India’s deaf people taught and accepted in the lives and 
hearts of their normal fellow men!” 


Marriage brings in a true companion ... 


While Bipin carried on his crusade against the prevailing social 
malady of isolating ‘he physically disadvantaged like him, his relations 
thought of finding a bride for him to be the true companion in his 
loneliness and in his mission. Bipin married on 3 June1939 to Nirupama 
Mohapatra, the grand daughter (through her mother’s side) of Arjun 
Bhuyan, the first Oriya engineer who graduated in 1903 in Civil 
Engineering from Sibpur in Bengal. From her father’s side, Nirupama’s 
grand father was Bhagabata Mohapatra, a landlord in Jagannath Prasad, 
Jajpur who also served as the Dewan of the Budamba Chief. Daughter 
of Champa Devi and Srikrushnananda Mohapatra, the petite young 
woman of seventeen was an accomplished singer. For her stage 
performances in dramatics and for studies she received many accolades 
in Baripada Girls’ High School where she was a student. She lived with 
her grand parents in Baripada as her grandfather Arjun Bhuyan was 
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then the engineer in the Mayurbhanj State. Though she studied only up 
to class eight, Nirupama was progtessive in her outlook. Cultured, 
sensitive and refined in her taste she became an excellent companion 
for Bipin. A superb cook, talented in needlework and with a passion 
for gardening, she made her home a paradise for her family. Her iove 
for intellect made her complete the intermediate course in Hindi privately. 
She was also selected to participate regularly in the Hindi education 
programme in the All India Radio, Cuttack in 1951. She was a poet too 
and some of her poems were published in the news papers during the 
Indo-China war in the sixties of the twentieth century. 

Her touch of compassion and personal care of the children that 
came to study in her husband’s school changed the school intc an 
‘ashram’. 
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ON A NEW MISSION 


On to Europe and U.S.A.: meeting of great minds... 


The school somehow continued to run all through the war years against 
heavy odds. Soon after, on 15 August1947, the country attained its 
freedom. In Orissa, the Princely Order was liquidated in 1948 and the 
greater Orissa Province was formed. 


The changed political climate raised high hopes in Bipin. He believed 
that the favourable wind had started blowing and perhaps his days of 
woes would be over. He presented a proposal to the Orissa government 
with Harekrishna Mahtab as the Premier to sponsor him for a study 
tour to the U.S. On his way he would break his journey in U.K. and 
France. He applied only for the passage expenses from the Orissa 
government and was hopeful that his stay would be taken care of bv 
the respective countries through some of their organizations. He had 
also prepared a brochure appealing to the public to support him in his 
venture. That Bipin had been nurturing the idea of visiting the United 
States since long is clear from Viswakavi Rabindranath Tagore’s 
following letter, which Bipin published in his brochure. 


‘Uttarayan’ 
Shantiniketan, Bengal 


April 13. 1940 


“My Dear Coomaraswamy, 

I am sure you would be interested to meet Mr. B.B. Choudhury 
who is a competent artist - an associate of the Roya! College of Arts, 
London. He was born deaf - dumb but that could not damp his spirit 
and he has developed his talents in a most praiseworthy manner. I met 
last year during my visit to Orissa and was struck by his pluck and 
industry. He has planned to go out to America to get acquainted with 
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the leading artists of the country and I can not think of anything better 
than to give him a letter of introduction to you. 


With kind regards, 
Yours sincerely. 
Sd/- 
Rabindranath Tagore.” 
A.K,Coomaraswamy, 
Boston,Mass,U.S.A. 


Bipin wrote a note underneath that he was to carry the above letter 
with him to the United States but that did not materialize for 
Coomaraswami passed away in 1947. 


Bipin was always in touch with the various institutes for the deaf 
and of art in the country as well as in other countries of the world. The 
information technology, however not being advanced in those days it 
was not possible to have all necessary knowledge sitting at home. He 
needed exposure to the improvements made by the countries in the 
life and education of the deaf and dumb people. He also wanted to 
learn art and its trends since the time he left the Royal College fourteen 
years ago. 


It was at such time that the Orissa government was sponsoring 
some candidates for higher studies abroad. As regards Bipin, his school 
had only a few students and it was the only institute in Orissa; it was 
therefore doubtful if his case would be considered. Bipin’s proposal 
concerning the future of the deaf mutes was, however not confined to 
Orissa only; his vision was for the betterment of them in the whole 
country. The Government of Orissa appreciated his viewpoints and 
granted him some financial support. Bipin’s pioneering venture would 
be a blessing for the country as the course of events would reveal. 

Bipin left for Calcutta in the first week of July 1949 where he 
visited the institutes and the associations for the deaf mutes. He shared 
his ideas and discussed with these institutes as well as with the staff and 
students of his old school about the current issues of the deaf 
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community in the country. Such interaction on the eve of his departure 
helped him in having newer ideas and broadening the scope of his 
agenda. He also visited the Calcutta Art School and discussed - vith the 
faculty about his focus on the art study during his trip abroa. 


His journey signalled a great hope for the fellow community. The 
Bengali journal from Calcutta, ‘Monthly Letter of the Deaf and Dumb’, 
first year, issue-iv, dated July1949 wrote, “The deaf and dumb artist 
Mr. Bipin Behari Choudhury, A.R.C.A. (London) left for London by 
ship from Bombay on 14 July1949. First of all he would stay in London 
for a month and then he will visit different places of Europe including 
France. He would leave for the US in September for a visit of four 
months. 


“During this time he would travel around the schools for the deaf 
and dumb, their clubs and associations, attend their conferences and 
meetings to study about the system of education imparted to the 
community in the advanced countries. He would minutely observe the 
family life, the marriage, the social life and the economic standing of 
these people. He would also explore the facilities provided for the 
children and the aged ones and learn about their interaction with the 
rest of the society. 

“He was given farewell on 10 July by a large gathering of the 
members of the Deaf and Dumb Association at the 28Badudbagan 
Street of Calcutta.He agreed to write articles and send photographs 
for our journal during his tour. We strongly believe that this endeavour 
of Bipin would bring an intimate relationship of the deaf community 
of India with those of other countries in the world...” 


U.K. and France 

In London he was the guest of the Royal Association in Aid of the 
Deaf Mutes. During his six weeks of stay, he met the deaf community 
individually and through their various institutions as he had planned. 


He spent time in the Royal College of Art among his teachers and 
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friends and learnt the newer techniques as much as possible in this short 
period. He was sad that he could not visit earlier to meet his guru Sir 
William Rothenstein who had passed away in 1945. He continued to 
visit the Royal Academy to see the exhibits of the great artists. He 
devoted his spare time whatever little he got in his busy schedule, to do 
sketches. His London visit was very fruitful apart from being a happy 
one as he could meet his friends of his student days. He could discuss 
about his proposed art institute in Orissa and was promised all possible 
help from his College as its former student.With the deaf community 
he prepared plans for their development all over the world. 


In one of his articles that Bipin wrote in the Oriya daily Samaj after 
his return that his second visit to the western world from the independent 
India changed the attitude of the outsiders towards him. He witnessed 
the celebration of India’s Independence Day in London. The national 
anthem of India when sung in the soil of London and US was an 
enthralling experience for him. There was no doubt, however that apart 
from being a visitor from the independent India, it was with his innate 
smartness and the charisma coupled with his sincerity that he created 
waves in London. The following news bulletin was printed by the 
India House; 


“India News, India House, London 

August 27, 1949 

Bipin Choudhury: Artist with Courage 

Bipin Choudhury is unique in the world of Indian art, for he can 
claim credit for being the first deaf and mute artist in the British 
Commonwealth to qualify for the Associateship for the Royal College 


of Arts, London. He also enjoys the distinction of being the Principal 
of the Deaf and Dumb School at Cuttack. 


Background 
Choudhury was born in a cultured family of Orissa, his maternal 


grandfather Fakir Mohan Senapati was known as a Vyaskabi and the 
maker of the modern prose literature of his home province. 
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No physical defect marred Choudhury’s boyhood. He lost his 
powers of speech and hearing after the virulent attack of malaria in 
early childhood. From the age of seven he studied at the Deaf and 
Dumb School at Calcutta. At sixteen he joined the Government School 
of Art (Calcutta) where he received training in fine and commercial art. 
In later years Choudhury attended the Sir J.J. School of Art, Bombay 
getting admission through the help of the late Mrs. Sarojini Naidu. 


Foreigh Training 


To finish his earlier training, the intrepid artist so journeyed to 
London, where he gained admission in the Royal College of Art in the 
early thirties. At the end of his course, Choudhury returned to Orissa, 
where he became absorbed in problems concerning the welfare and 
education of the deaf and dumb in the province. The Deaf and 
Dumb School of Cuttack of which he is the founder Principal is a 
monument to his courage and devotion to the cause of the afflicted 
like himself. 


At present Choudhury is touring Europe studying the system of 
education of deaf and dumb in various countries...The tour is being 
partly financed by the Government of Orissa. Choudhury will also 
visit USA. The American Consul General in India is said to have helped 
in making arrangements for the artist’s reception at various institutions 
in America. 


In the course of his travels abroad, Choudhury will hold private 
exhibitions of his work as an artist. One of his most interesting drawing 
is a portrait of Gandhiji done in 1938 during the latter's visit to Delang 
in the Puri District of Orissa.” 

Bipin then went to France for a week before his departure for the 
U.S.A. from London. He was impressed by the Poul Glass method of 
teaching in France. He wrote about it in his article ‘My experiences 
through my journey to France, England and the US’ published in Sama) 
dated 25 February1950. He wrote, “I visited the deaf and dumb school 
at Paris... 1 was pleased to see the school and its museum. The Poul 
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Glass instrument used in their learning the words with accuiate 
pronunciation fascinated me. The instrument with a mirror would 
indicate if the pronunciation was right. If wrong then it would 
immediately reflect a wavy line to caution the person learning to speak. 
The instrument was indispensable for a mute person in order to speak 
correctly. 1 feel that one such instrument should be brought for our 
school in Orissa which would immensely help our students.” 


United States of America 


On the eve of the second leg of his journey, when Bipin was 
preparing to leave for the US, he received a wire from the education 
department of the Orissa government that in view of the financial 
deficiency of the state, Bipin was to cancel his tour and return to the 
country immediately. 


Bipin was aghast. His foc us was on the United States visit where 
he would educate himself with newer methods in practice for offering 
better lives to the physically disadvantaged which he would implement 
in his country. He was in a dilemma. If he listened to the message sent 
to him and return to the country, he would not be able to realize his 
vision. On the other hand, he also knew that to refuse to abide by the 
order would tantamount to insubordination which would perhaps have 
far reaching consequences in his personal life. However, prioritizing his 
personal well being had long since disappeared from Bipin’s life and 
work. 


He undertook the voyage through Atlantic. 


On 19 September1949 the New World was in sight. Bipin was 
deeply moved by the beauty of the approaching coastline. The Statue 
of Liberty was visible through the early hours of mist, proclaiming the 
human values to the world at large. He descended from the ship Queen 
Elizabeth, took a handful of earth to his forehead, and thanked the 
Almighty that he had reached the land of his dream. The approaching 
site had never left his memory and he captured it in the canvas twenty- 
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five years later in 1974. 


His first stay was at New York where he visited various institutions 
and clubs for the deaf and delivered talks, held exhibitions. His aim 
was to bring home the liberal, progressive ideas that the country had 
promulgated for the physically disadvantaged. He would also tie a bond 
of friendship with the deaf community of this land as he had been 
attempting to do so in England and France. His vision was a world 
community of the deaf erasing the line of distinction between the east 
and the west. 


‘The New York Times’ of Sunday, 22 October1949 wrote, “A 
former deaf and mute from India who now speaks English and three 
Indian dialects told last week of his ‘Mission of Mercy’ here. 


“Bipin Behari Choudhury, founder and Principal of the Deaf and 
Dumb School at Cuttack, India, has come tc this country specially to 
study the institutions for the deaf and mute of this country with a view 
to helping the 3,000,000 thus afflicted in India. His dark eyes are bright, 
his smile is wide and he bows low in the Indian tradition. He has the 
manner of one who has overcome his own handicap to such an extent 
that he goes forward fearlessly to bring solace to others like himself. 


“Speaking in a soft voice that he himself could not hear, he said 1 
intend to visit in this country all the institutions for the deaf mute and 
this to know the various phases of wonderful works they have done 
for their education. 


“_,.Mr. Choudhury who is in this country only since 19 September 
already is impressed by its people. “ They are all very kind and gentle” 
he said. Then fearing he could not make himself thoroughly understood, 
he wrote rapidly, “please convey to all deaf and dumb institutions in 
U.S.A. my congratulations and well wishes.” 

“He said he was delighted that here in New York he had met the 
director of the New York Orientation and Service Centre of the United 
States and State Department and that he will be the guest of che 
President of Gallaudet College, a government institution, believed to 
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be the only college for the deaf in the world. 


“__ This trip partly financed by the Orissa government for his work 
with the deaf mutes there... Arrangements for his reception at institutions 
here have been made by the State Department and American Consulate 
in India.” 


In Volta Review’ the reporter commented, “His art is highly original 
and thoroughly Indian, something that is strange, considering the years 
he spent in London, studying in English techniques. But this only illustrates 
his sound individualism and refusal to turn from the path that he has 
set for himself, qualities that no doubt are more important in his career 
as a school administrator, especially when one considers the obstacles 
that he most likely meets with in his work in Cuttack. 


“It was a very full and fruitful week. We did go to Washington 
together, and 1 had fun showing him the sights. 


Just before he was due to leave on the next lap of his journey we 
paid a visit to the District Columbia Club of the Deaf. Then I gor a 
true lesson of his startling character. On the way up to the clubroom, I 
announced that for fun I would introduce him as ‘The Maharaja of 
Choudhury’ to my unsuspecting friends. This is not my name, he said 
simply, a little surprised.” 

He was admired wherever he went in this foreign land for his 
mission and his accomplishments. The Union League of the Deaf at 
711 Eight Avenue, New York, NY19 wrote, 


“My Dear Mr. Chouddhury, 


It was an honour to have you present in our clubroom on several 
occasions. 


We are proud of the art which you have exhibited and more so, to 
know that your mission to his country was to learn more of our system 
of teaching the deaf, which will be your responsibility as founder and 
principal of the deaf and dumb school at Cuttack, India. 
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With best wishes for your success, we remain, 

Very sincerely yours, 
Jach Seltzer, Secretary 
Aron Hurwit, President” 

Bipin had approached the Gallaudet College authorities of United 
States to visit their renowned institute. The President of the Institute 
inviting him wrote, 

Gallaudet College 
Washington D.C. 
17* Oct. 1949 
“Dear Mr Choudhury, 


Your visit to Gallaudet College will alwa;s be a great event to us. 
You have reached great heights in your education and what you are 
doing for the deaf of India is wonderful because you yourself exemplify 
what they can do. 

Leonard M. Estead 
President 
Gallaudet College.” 


Bipin visited the Gallaudet College for the deaf where extensive 
scope was provided to the deaf and mute students to do up to Masters 
Degree in science and arts. Bipin also nurtured the hope of founding 
one such institution in India. The Gallaudet College organized a one 
man-show of paintings by Bipin. 

During his stay in the United States he was also invited by the Indian 
Embassy where Vijayalakshmi Pandit was the Ambassador and Prime 
Minister Nehru was visiting the country. Bipin took some of his works 
of art to show there. The Indian Prime Minister selected his sketch of 
Gandhiji for permanent display at the Embassy Gallery. 

Bipin had wanted to spend more time at the Gallaudet College, 
which was not possible during this visit. The Government of Orissa 
asked him to return after one and half month’s stay against the four- 
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month scheduled plan. In fact the Orissa government letter went to the 
Indian Embassy in United States to repatriate him immediately. He had 
to return in the early November, 1949. Next year, he wrote to the 
Embassy, to Mrs. Pandit, requesting for the sponsorship for higher 
studies at the said institute, which would benefit his work for the 
handicapped in the country. Mrs. Pandit asked the Education 
Department of the Embassy to take up the matter. As it was not within 
the framework of the Embassy to provide for such a fellowship, M.S. 
Sundaram, First Secretary of the said Department spoke to the 
Gallaudet College, and wrote to Bipin on 19 July1951(p.871/49) in the 
following, 
“Dear Mr, Choudhury, 


The Dean of Gallaudet College conferred with me on your 
application. Some members of the faculty of Gallaudet remember 
your brief stay with them in 1949 when they were impressed by your 
aptitude for work among the deaf. 


... The Dean tells me that he would be prepared to offer to you a 
tuition free scholarship together with board, lodging and laundry...In 
return, for the free tuition, board and lodging, you will be required to 
assist part time in the Art Department of the College. It would appear 
that you have some special aptitude in this field and could be of assistance 
to the teaching faculty of this Department.” 


The Fellowship was offered for one year beginning with the Fall 
Term on 14 September1951. The offer however did not include the 
passage or the personal expenses. Bipin could not avail the opportunity, 
for within the short period he was in no position to arrange the required 
sum. It was a disappointment, which he did not forget. His dream was 
to found a kind of Gallaudet College in India. He was in touch with 
the college and its progress all his life. 


Meeting with Dr. Miss Helen Keller 


The most ecstatic moment for Bipin during his tour in the United 
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States was when he met Helen Keller at New York on 25 October1949; 
with her he had already been in correspondence. He took roses for her 
on behalf of the entire deaf and dumb community of India and 
bowing low did Namaste with folded hands in the Indian way of 
showing respect to the seniors. She touched his hands and asked him 
his name. He told her about himself and the purpose of his visit to the 
United States. In the course of their conversation, Bipin narrated about 
the situation of deaf and dumb in India, about their educational and 
socio-economic problems. Helen Keller was overwhelmed to hear his 
life story and expressed her delight at meeting him. 


It was the meeting of two great minds of east and west. Helen 
Keller was the goddess who Bipin had idolized all his life and in Bipin, 
she saw the spark that would carry on the war against all odds due to 
physical infirmities. She blessed him for the full success of his mission. 
Someday in’ India, perhaps the significance of such a meeting would 
be realized and appreciated. 


The president of the American Foundation for the Blind, Major 
M. Charles Migel gave a luncheon at Chez Jean in honour of both 
Helen Keller and Bipin, on 26 October1949, which was reported the 
next day in The New York Times. This luncheon was the occasion 
where Bipin could narrate in detail his agenda in relation to the deaf. It 
was here also that Bipin was exposed to the world of blinds. Henceforth, 
the cause of the blind would be accommodated in his mission of 
serving the handicapped. When he requested Helen Keller to visit India, 
she said she would love to come provided the government invited her 
and arranged for her trip. At her age when she was nearing seventy and 
with failing health she was not confident that she would be able to 
make all the arrangements on her own. Bipin, on his return requested 
the Government of India to extend a formal invitation to her. In 1951, 
Helen Keller visited India. Consequently, governmental policy towards 
the physically disadvantaged changed and the United Nations aid started 
flowing in. 


In November 1949 after his return Bipin met the Union Education 
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Minister in Delhi and submitted to him his Europe and the United 
States tour reports. He informed him about the prevailing support 
system from the government and public in those countries towards the 
physically challenged in contrast to India where the responsibility 
belonged to the state government alone, in addition to the fact that 
the public awareness was almost non-existent. His suggestion was that 
the center needed to come forward, take interest and interact with the 
state governments in promoting the cause of those innumerable uncared 
for handicapped in India. To emphasize his point he said that India had 
only 45 deaf and dumb schools in the country for a comparatively 
larger number of such persons, where as in England for 45,000 deaf 
and dumb there were 150 institutions and in the United States for 
90,000 such persons there were 300 schools. 


Citing his example, he said that he had been struggling for the last 
eleven years for the survival of the school in a region where there were 
reportedly 65,000 of such physically challenged people. The number 
could be more, for in many families they did not declare if such a case 
existed for fear of social stigma. He also told that after he met Helen 
Keller and the blind organizations in the United States he had taken 
keen interest too for the education of the blind. 


He also told him that Helen Keller was willing to visit India to 
espouse the cause of the disabled provided the Government of India 
invited her. The Education Minister was clearly impressed with the 
proposal and promised that he would take up the matter with the 
Prime Minister, Nehru. As we already know, the rest became history. 
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X 
A NATIONAL LEADER OF THE 
PHYSICALLY DISADVANTAGED 


Bipin now planned to lead a countrywide movement to arouse 
sympathetic response to the cause of the physically disadvantaged. He 
started writing forceful articles in the media. He focused on the callous 
indifference of the government as well as that of the public towards 
the need of the deaf-mutes in India. His essays were spread on a wide 
canvas: on the prevailing issues concerning the physically impaired in 
India, a comparative study of such people with their counterparts in 
the western countries, the scope of improving their lot, and the life and 
mission of great achiever such as Flelen Keller characterized his writings 
and regularly appeared in almost all the news papers in Orissa, particularly 
during 1950 (Appendix lab). Fle also brought to public notice through 
newspapers about the journal he intended to devote to the cause of 
the deaf-mutes in India and abroad. He invited articles from the different 
institutions for the deaf, asking them to highlight on their successful 
pupils and their achievements. He founded the Indian Association of 
the Deaf in 1952. He hoped to create awareness and instill self- 
confidence among the deaf-mutes, and to encourage a more meaningful 
exchange of ideas between the deaf and the non-deat. 


He wrote to the Prime Minister of India and his Cabinet colleagues 
for setting up a Parliamentary Committee in order to probe into various 
issues relating to and for spreading the education among the disabled 
and suggest ways and means for ameliorating them. Thus Bipin during 
this period was fully immersed in the problems afflicting the physically 
handicapped and constantly applied his mind in offering solution as 
well as arousing public opinion. 

Years back what Nabakrishna Choudhury wrote about Bipin 
appeared prophetic. He wrote on 16 Mayl946, “It appears 
presumptuous for me to give a letter of recommendation to Shri B.B. 
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Choudhury. For many years, 1 have been a mute admirer of this great 
young man and his courageous endeavours in the field of art and service 
against heavy odds. 1 wish the people of my province would appreciate 
his potentialities and give him the necessary facilities to make his mark 
in the new world. God willing he will be the Helen Keller of our country.” 


The visit of Helen Keller to India as the nation’s guest in 1951, 
possible largely due to Bipin’s initiatives, brought about revolutionary 
changes in the attitude of the Government of India towards the 
physically handicapped and their problems. The new Republic now 
began thinking of welfare of all sections and showed genuine concern 
in particular about people whose cause Bipin had taken up for years 
now. 


On 12 September1951, the Education Minister of Orissa, Lingaraj 
Misra visited the School that Bipin had set up. He was shown around 
by the President of the Governing Board Swami Bichitrananda Das 
and by the Principal, Bipin himself. Earlier, on 8 October1944 when 
Mr. Misra had visited the School, he had entered in the latter’s autograph 
book, “The Deaf and Dumb School started by Sri Bipin Behari 
Chaudhury, 1 trust, will be of very great service to the crippled children 
of the Province. It deserves all possible help from the Public. ‘The 
District Boards and the Municipalities of Orissa should provide stipends 
for the Deaf and Dumb boys or girls coming from the respective 
areas. 1 wish Mr. Choudhury every success in his laudable efforts.” 


During the second visit, he reported that as per the 
recommendation of the UNESCO, the Government of India had 
started scriously considering about the educational development of 
the physically disadvantaged. He added that his government needed to 
undertake the full charge of the School. If that was not immediately 
possible, then at least the annual grant would have to be raised to 
Rs.1200/-, if Rs.1500/- applied for was difficult to provide, suggested 
the Minister. He informed that as the present rented house was not 
suitable for the School any more, the Orissa government was considering 
to provide a building in the new capital at Bhubaneswar. The Director 
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of Public Instruction was asked to look into the matter and take steps 
to support the School. He also congratulated Bipin for his noble work. 


Jt was at this time, Lakshmi Narayan Sahu, member of the 
Servants of India Society wrote an appeal on 8 February 1952 “...Such 
a genius and such a painstaking and willing worker and educationist is 
rotting with only seventy five rupees grant per month for the school 
from the government of Orissa. 


“Ts it not a standing shame to all of us...is it not a tragedy of 
first magnitude that while Bipin’s life of service has drawn sympathy 
and admiration from the deaf and mutes all over the world, the school 
a humble monument of the dedicated life for the cause of giving hope 
of life and light to the deaf and mutes shouid perish for the want of 
help either from the generous public or the government of his state of 
Orissa or India?” 


On 22 November1952, the Chief Minister Nabakrishna 
Choudhury and his sister-in law, the leading social worker, Sm. Rama 
Devi visited the School in the presence of the School President Swami 
Bichitrananda Das, Principal Choudhury and the Assistant Secretary 
Saila Behari Choudhury. The Oriya daily Matrubhsmz and The Eastern 
Times dated 26.11.1952 reported that “the distinguished visitors showed 
keen interest in having a detailed account of the importance of the 
students in their learning to speak, read and write and in skill in fine art. 
They were deeply impressed by the achievements of some of the 
talented ones. They were also highly impressed with the fact that rhe 
boys and girls of the school hail not only from different districts of 
Orissa but also from other states as well, such as from Madhya Pradesh 
and East Bengal. The Chief Minister wanted to know in particular the 
financial condition of their parents and as to how their expenses are 
being met. He was told that most of the students come from poor 
families though some are well connected and that 4 of them receive 
stipends from the State Government of Orissa, 2 from the Government 
of India and one from the Rotary Club of Orissa at Cuttack. Often 
the Principal has to come to the help of the poor students. Both the 
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distinguished visitors wanted to know in particular as to how the ex- 
students have been settled in life. ...Srimati Rama Devi drew the attention 
of the CM to the fact that though the number of students is low yet 
each student has to be taught individually instead of being taught in a 
mass as is possible in case of normal children and that a number of 
crafts are being taught to them. The government should make provision 
for supplying at least one more assistrant teacher of normal hearing to 
the staff instead of having the whole responsibility to the single member 
of the staff Principal Choudhury. She further observed that it is 
necessary on the part of government that they should make provision 
for the examination of the defects of each children of the school and 
tender advice for remedies as necessary and further examine the general 
health of the students at regular intervals... The CM assured to look 
into the different needs of the school as represented to him and thanked 
the management of the school for the noble work they are doing for 
the country.” 


In November 1953, the Deaf and Dumb School shifted to 
Bhubaneswar. The building originally earmarked for the School in the 
Unit I was taken away for other uses by the government. The School 
then had to be accommodated in an area known as the Air Field because 
of the existence of the wartime airport and the airbase colony. The 
housing complex allotted for the class rooms, hostel and the residence 
of the Principal were the old army barracks, built during the World 
War 11. The large and spacious houses lacked basic amenities. The 
residence of the army officer which was converted into the Principal’s 
house where Bipin lived with his family, and the hostel or the class 
rooms did not have any water connection, though with two huge 
permanent water tanks nearby there was no dearth of water supply. 
Bipin tried and ultimately got water connection. There was no electricity. 
The capital had not grown in that direction, the area was covered by 
wild plants. There were tribal settlements nearby. The charming tribal 
women passed through the field singing, in the early mornings and in 
the evenings, making pathway in the wild grass. Their daily excursion 
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was to earn their wages through the construction work of the new 
capital. The students and the principal managed with kerosene lamps 
and lantern. 


Nevertheless, Bipin loved this natural setting and often had his classes 
in the open air. The vast field gave the students space to play and much 
privacy to grow in a healthy atmosphere. However, there was no security 
personnel provided for the school or for the hostel where even the 
girls lived. The only solace was a small office of the police nearby 
where some of them on duty also lived. 


By then Bipin’s name and work had been well spread in the country. 
Bipin was invited to attend the All India Seminar for the overall 
development of the deaf and dumb of the country in Mussouri in 
1955. It was mainly his suggestion which were taken up in framing the 
resolutions that were ultimately passed in the Seminar. The Chairman 
of the said Seminar U.A. Basurkar wrote, “..thanks chiefly to Prot. 
Choudhury’s paintings and the unique Manual Chart for the Deaf which 
he had prepared and exhibited, the general public were able to see tor 
themselves the high proficiency which these handicapped deaf people 
can attain in the field of ‘Art’, given the proper training and facilities...” 


The finest monument of Bipin’s intellect and creative passion was 
his inventing a new code of Manual Alphabet for the deaf and mute 
(Appendix 111). This scientifically arranged code in Oriya, Bengali, Hindi 
and English were intended to break the barriers of Nature and to 
open a common mode of communication among all the handicapped 
ones in the country. He had mastered the Braille system to produce the 
Blind Hand Letter. 

In October 1955, when he met Prime Minister Nehru at Delhi 
after attending the Seminar at Mussouri, the latter commented, “after 
six years I have again seen the work of Shri Bipin Behari Choudhury. 
He is a story of brave life and achievements in spite of all difficulties.” 

Bipin was now looked upon as the natural representative for the 


physically disadvantaged in the country. He was nominated as the 
member of the National Advisory Council for the Education of the 
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Physically Handicapped from 1956-1960. He was the Vice-President 
of the All India Sports Council. He was the member of the All India 
Federation of the Deaf. He was sincerely committed to his assigned 
responsibilities. 

In one of his presentations at the National Advisory Council for 
the Education of the Handicapped, Mussouri on 23 October1958, he 
spoke on the subject of Educational Facilities, Five Year Plan for the 
Handicapped, which we quote, 

“Sir, 

As a member of this august body of National Advisory Council, 
as the founder and Principal of the All Orissa Deaf and Dumb School, 
Bhubaneswar and above all as the representative of the handicapped 
myself may 1 have the privilege of drawing your very kind attention ro 
the questions concerning the unfortunate souls for whom we have 
gathered here. 


In the first place, 1 will relate the condition of my own state of 
Orissa of whose condition I am fully aware but which may be taken as 
the typical example for the rest of India. In my state of Orissa with a 
population of one and half crore the numbers of handicapped is not 
available as yet even though the census has been over since 1951 and 
we are in the middle of our great Second Five year Plan. How can we 
plan for the education and welfare of the handicapped unless we have 
a clear picture of their number and condition? From our common 
experience, we can say without contradiction that their number in Orissa 
must be a few thousands at least. And what has government done for 
them? We have only one school with less than two dozen students. 
Why the rest have not taken advantage of education in this school and 
what has the government done “0 see that these unfortunate souls got 
the minimum education and scope to live the life of a civilized human 
being and a citizen of our state that is proud of its democratic and 
socialistic constitution and of its high ideas and ideals? 


The most handy reply that is given by the persons at the helm of 
affairs is that the government is doing all that is possible within its 
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means... The point is that, whatever is being done is done only with a 
view to capture votes from the constituencies and not to do justice 
where it deserves... 


The next question to which I would like to draw your kind attention 
is that the representatives of the community of the handicapped should 
be honoured in our country as has been done in western countries. 


The third question to which 1 would like to draw your kind attention 
is that important members of the National Advisory Council should 
be deputed to have a clear picture of their problems and to place them 
before N.A C. for necessary action. I hope members of the N.A.C. 
are aware of the strikes last year in the Calcutta Deaf and Dumb School, 
the foremost center for the education of the handicapped in 
India. ...” 


During those years Bipin moved like a whirlwind to espouse the 
cause of the physically handicapped. 


The Deaf and Dumb School becomes a Government School ... 


In 1956, the management of the School was taken over by the 
Orissa government. Some of the basic requirements included in Bipin’s 
demand for which he was struggling for last eighteen years were granted. 
Bipin was the Principal of the School and his salary was regularized. 
He was given a second teacher and later on another one with a provision 
for training to assist him in the school. Some office staff, such as a 
peon was also appointed. He was provided with classroom furniture 
and the pro sision to run a regular hostel was made. The government 
also increased the number of scholarships as a result more students 
came in. 

The teaching method of the deaf had undergone vast changes. It 
was no more the days in the late 19th century when Dr. E.M. Gallaudet, 
President of the National College for the Deaf, Washington, U.S.A. 
had to encourage the teaching through the sign language along with the 
oral language against the conservative system of following only the 
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latter method. The distinct methods used by Bipin were finger spelling, 
sign language, use of hearing aid and visual art. 


Bipin was trying to encourage his students to participate in the all 
India competitions, especially in drawings and sculptures. There is a list 
of names of his students in the record whose paintings were sent to 
participate in the All India Exhibition of Handicrafts of Deaf at Calcutta 
on October 1959. In the 1950s some of his students including Maguni 
Giri, Prasana Kumar Das, Harihar Kanungo, Bijoy Kumar Parida, 
Bhaskar Chandra Das and Akshaya Kumar Mohanty did well in 
paintings and drawings. Harihar Kanungo made a name for himself as 
2a sculptor too. Bipin’s demand for an additional craft teacher was not 
met with. He himself took the students in the holidays to the temples 
and asked them to reproduce the stone images and the architectural 
designs on their drawing boards. He also sent them to the great masters 
of stone sculpture in the old town in Bhubaneswar. 


He appealed to the government repeatedly to give concession for 
travelling rates to these disadvantaged which would make it possible 
for them to visit places; the exposure, he believed strengthened the 
process of learning. It was also a prerequisite for very poor children 
from interior to travel to the capital to take admission in the school. 


He tried to obtain medical aid for each student to find out if he or 
she could be cured, and to provide treatment, when needed. Such a 
facility could not be availed, though a physician was otherwise identified 
for the School. Bipin was very particular about the physical fitness of 
his students. The students were encouraged to rise early in the morning 
and to work out regularly. He himself was a good athlete in his younger 
days. He even learnt boxing during his London days and he admired 
this sport greatly. An early riser, he used to leave bed at 4.30 am and 
worked the whole day in clock like precision. 


A strict disciplinarian, he never encouraged any slip in the code of 
conduct by the students. They were taught to sing Ramdhun in chorus 
twice a day. Every day gardening was compulsory for the students. 
The most fascinating experience for both Bipin and the students was 
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their evenings together. Circling around a lantern, the children sat on a 
mat after their homework done, Bipin relaxing on a low height armchair. 
It was here that the children learnt about life, about social issues and 
about the world. The Oriya and English newspapers were read and 
explained. It was here that Bipin discussed about the personal life of 
every student, sorted out the problems and when needed, which was 
often, he spoke to the respective parents. The evenings of the silent 
world were very moving with love and happiness and it was here that 
the bond between him and his students matured to last forever. 
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XI 
THE EDUCATIONIST 


A teacher of the deaf children, Bipin also learnt the rudiments of 
educating a child, deaf or otherwise. The exposure to the learning in 
the West, interaction with the schools in the state and elsewhere, the 
experiences gained through attending the National Seminars and as a 
member of the Advisory Council for the Handicapped saw the 
flowering of an educationist in him. He conceptualized different ways 
of teaching that would have a salutary impact on the growth of the 
child’s mind. He also realized the significance of learning different 
languages. He wanted to educate the handicapped and normal children 
on equal level. Through the learning of multiple languages, the chidren 
would easily integrate with others. He therefore wrote many childrer.’s 
books, as many as seven of them. 


These books were acclaimed by the educationists and the 
intelligentsia of Orissa and were recommended as text books. The 
books were: 1.5isu Siksha, 1961, (recommended by Lakshminarayan 
Sahu, Servants of lndia Society). 2. Ba! Bodh, English with Oriya, Hindi 
and Bengals, 1964, (recommended by Baidyanath Rath, Principal of the 
Radhanath Training College). 3. Ba! Bodh, English with Oriya, 1964, 
(recommended by Baidyanath Rath). 4. Sisu Bodh O Mo Lekha, 1965, 
(Recommended by Adhiraj Mohan Senapati, the school teacher and 
nephew of Fakir Mohan Senapati). 5. Easy Bal Bodh, Sahaja Batya Bodh, 
English with Bengali and Hindi, 1966, (recommended by Pratap Chandra 
Sen of Stuart School, Cuttack). 6. Pratham Siddhanta O Rashtrabhasa 
Parichaya, to learn Hindi, Oriya and English, 1966, (recommended by 
Anasuya Prasad Pathak, head of the Rashtrabhasa Prachar Sangha, 
Orissa). 7. B.B.C.¢ Education in Easy English, 1966, (recommended by 
Prof. P. Parija). 


Being an artist, he drew sketches to convey the meaning of the 
word or of the subject. The alphabets he introduced to the children 
were through a unique approach that he believed was the true education. 
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‘A’ for example was for ‘Art’, and then he would continue to explain art 
as synonymous with creativity and beauty; thus one with God. 


Fle began preparing for these books as early as in the late forties 
when he was already an experienced and a full time teacher for the 
deaf for almost 2 decade. He constantly worked on them and explored 
to improve upon. He involved his students in making the sketches for 
the books. In the sixties, he brought about the final draft of the seven 
volumes. 


The Publishers in Orissa unfortunately did not support his work. 
They perhaps did not value Bipin as an author since he had never gone 
through any regular school. Any investment on these books would 
bring them no return, they thought. They had no idea, however that 
they let a big opportunity slip away; Orissa would have been richer on 
children’s education had these books seen the light of the day. Bipin 
did not have a clue as to how to convince them nor the resources to 
publish the books on his own. 
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XII 
THE SKY BECOMES OVERCAST 


He remains unfazed, fearless, and committed as ever ... 
Meanwhile, in 1960, the long promised school building for the deaf 
and dumb with hostel accommodation came up in Unit 3 in 
Bhubaneswar and classes shifted to the new venue. As the Principal 
quarters were not ready, Bipin continued to stay in his old quarters and 
commuted. 


This new arrangement however coincided with another very 
significant development. The government made over the management 
of the School to the Child Welfare Board with Governor as its ex- 
officio Chairman. The same body also looked after the Blind School 
which came up in the nearby premises. 


It turned out to be perhaps the worst phase in Bipin’s life. The new 
executive body had no knowledge or empathy for the background of 
the school or for its founder. It was difficult for these bureaucrats to 
comprehend that the welfare programme for children of deaf and 
blind could not be generalized and that the experienced teachers to be 
consulted for preparing schemes for different groups. All through the 
life, Bipin had doggedly stood his ground for what he thought was the 
right cause. Even if he displeased the people around he never wavered. 
However, in the new set up, differences of opinion with the authorities 
had no positive ending; on thie other hand, the friction became intense. 
He was uncomfortable with the feeling that his school was slipping 
away from him. The staff and the students were influenced to give 
statement against him. He was accused of misappropriation of funds. 
The police came to raid his house where hardly any valuable could be 
traced. Bipin did not even have any bank balance of fifty rupees. While 
returning empty handed the police got hold of a small brass tub, which 
was a gift to Nirupama from her grand mother. Nirupama had used it 
to bathe her babies. When she told the story to the police official, he 
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felt embarrassed and profusely apologized for his conduct. 


Bipin was certainly not equipped to deal with such kind of 
development. He was very upset and in the next meeting, a serious 
argument followed with the executive board in the presence of the 
Governor. Bipin did not hesitate to point out the injustice meted out to 
him and the harassments faced by him. However, the inevitable 
happened, in the evening Bipin received the letter asking him to quit. 


He came to the kitchen with the letter where his wife was cooking. 
He sat on a low wooden stool which he often used when giving 
company to his wife while she cooked. His face was flushed; he was 
smiling while tears burned his eyes. He silently handed over the letter to 
his wife. When she finished it reading, she looked at his face and 
exchanged anguished glances with him. There were no words spoken. 
They did not want to create a scene in front of me, their daughter, 
who was present there. 


The situation nonetheless, was serious. Bipin and Nirupama had six 
school and college-going children. He had no other source of income. 


He was lucky though that the landed property he had inherited 
from his father, part of it being agricultural land in Bhubaneswar, 
provided some means for survival. He disposed of his land and his 
ancestral house at Cuttack to meet the expenses for his family. The 
immediate crisis was averted. This also marked the end of a chapter in 
his life - Bipin never returned formally to the school for the handicapped 
he had taken up as a mission. 

He now turned to art to eke out a living. The St.Joseph Convent 
School in Bhubaneswar hired him on a temporary basis as the drawing 
teacher. 

The famous litterateur of Orissa, Padmabhusana Kalindi Charan 
Panigrahi in an article on Bipin later, wrote that no body made any 
effort to appreciate the artist’s great personal sacrifice when he neglected 
his art and gave his life and soul for the cause of the deaf. He shared 
Bipin’s anguish and observed, “He came to a land of blinds to sell 
mirror.” 
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Meanwhile Bipin was running from pillar to post to seek justice. 
He also wrote letters to the Prime Minister and the President of India 
presenting his case. He went to Delhi in the summer of 1961 taking me 
along, his daughter, to attend the 5* meeting of the National Advisory 
Council for the Education of the Handicapped to be held on 29-30 
April. During this trip, he wanted to use the forum of the All India 
Federation of the Deaf that was holding its annual convention in Delhi, 
to apprise the members about the injustice meted out to him. I had just 
finished my first year at college. My father believed I would help him 
communicating better with the people whose support he solicited. I 
was traumatized to see my hero who I knew would handle any tough 
situation in life, so shaken up. Once in Delhi, however, Bipin was his 
usual self, resolute and full of courage in interacting with the higher 
authorities. Simultaneously, he was the same protective and loving father; 
he took me around the city for it was my first visit to the capital. We 
stayed at the Member of Parliament, Surendranath Dwivedy’s place. 
In the midst of my father’s heavy and difficult schedule, we went to 
Agra to see Taj Mahal and undertook a guided tour to all the historical 
places in the city; he was well aware of my fondness for History. 


Bipin wanted his case to be raised in the Parliament. The head of 
the All India Federation of the Deaf then was Mrs. Savitri Nigam who 
was a Member of the Parliament. She supported Bipin strongly. She 
also wrote to the Governor of Orissa to look into the matter. 


On the front of the Deaf and Dumb School however, Bipin was 
happy that he left behind a heaithy institution that he had started and 
nurtured. It was now firmly established as the premier institution for 
the deaf in the province. It had found a new building with many amenities. 
His life-long struggle to help the hapless community to which he himself 
belonged, had now brought some results. His mission, however, was 
not complete yet. He carried on nis efforts of exploring the possibilities 
of taking them to still greater heights and they in turn continued to 
look up to him until his last breath as their saviour, their destiny. 


Eventually in 1986, the School became a High School and the 
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handicapped students were allowed to sic for the school final 
examinations along with the normal school children. As a tribute, the 
School was named after its founder. 


He lives on... 


During a recent trip to the Bhagabati temple at Banpur with my 
husband, I remembered that one of my father’s students in the Deaf 
and Dumb School came from Ba/ugan, the village that came on the 
way. I was keen to look him up. Finding our way to his house was not 
difficult, for every one in the neighbourhood knows him. 


I saw Bijaya Kumar Panda after thirty-five years. He was sitting on 
a chair engrossed in a conversation in sign language with some one I 
did not know. I went over and introduced myself. His face glowed 
with happinzss. He offered me a seat and told me to turn around and 
look at the wall behind. I did so and saw a sketch of my father made 
by Bijaya, framed and hung on the wall. He also showed a file to me 
that neatly preserves all his collections on Bipin: writings on Bipin, some 
of Bipin’s own publications, his correspondence with Bijaya, and every 
piece of paper that has Bipin’s handwriting in it. There was an article by 
Bijaya written on Bipin’s death anniversary on 12 March 2006 that 
appeared in the newspaper Samay. Bijaya proudly displayed an oil 
painting of Helen Keller done by Bipin in 1950 and presented to Bijaya 
in 1969. 


Bijaya was one of those students of Bipin who remained close to 
him until the very last days. On Bipin’s initiative, Bijaya joined the Art 
College at Khallikote and graduated in 1969. Thereafter, Bijaya was 
employed as the art teacher in the Deaf and Dumb School at 
Bhubaneswar, which later became the Bipin Behari Choudhury School 
for the Deaf. An athlete and an artist, Bijaya received many awards on 
the state and national level. I remember an occasion when Bijaya had 
come to share his anguish with my father. He was hurt when his younger 
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brother’s marriage was fixed while he the elder one was still not married. 
Bipin had gone to Bijaya’s father, Dr. Radha Charan Panda and 
convinced him that this was indeed unfair. We met his wife during our 
recent visit, a beautiful woman, and a gentle soul; like her husband, she 
too belongs to the silent world. 


Bijaya has founded ‘The Chilika Club for the Deaf?’ at Baluygan 
where the members meet every Sunday at his place with Bipin smiling 
at them from his sketch by Bijaya. The interaction in the assembly brings 
into focus the problems of the community and ways and means to 
address them. The education of the deaf, their employment, and their 
social life are discussed; the newspapers are also read and national and 
international news shazed. Bijaya also has founded a school of art, ‘Art 
Bhavan’ by name where he teaches art. 


Bijaya pays his homage to his guru by following the lessons he 
learnt from him. The life of Bijaya and the service he renders to the 
community appeared to me as the continuation of the waves that Bipin 
had created. 1 had no doubt in my mind that the unfinished work of 
Bipin is being ably carried forward by the committed 
band that was shaped by Bipin; and through them all, through their 
dreams and hopes,he lives on... 
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XIII 
FLAMES OF PASSION 


The artist’s passion continued to burn through all those years even as he 
was struggling for the survival of the School. Driven by his urge to 
create and a hunger for beauty, Bipin was forever at work with his 
brushes and palette, capturing the promise of the rising sun, the dust 
of the burgeoning twilight, the silence of the starry nights or the angry 
clouds massing before the monsoon rains. His memory would 
reproduce on canvas the rocks of Scottish mountains and the fickle 
moods of the Atlantic; his pencil trace the quiet beauty of his tired wife 
having an afternoon siesta, or his brush recreate the wheel of Konarka 
with the clarity of a photograph. He sketched countless portraits of 
well-known personalities, each in the span of a few minutes. Many of 
these would be generously gifted away; his paintings of several world 
leaders adorn a number of historically significant sites. He also painted 
for numerous magazines and journals, and interestingly, also for the 
government welfare propaganda hoardings during the war years. 


Bipin’s hobby was photography, and his movie camera often 
followed his children playing in his garden of roses and jasmines, his 
favourite flowers. His still photographs of his family, numerous friends, 
and students and of high profile leaders are numinous collections. He 
also meticulously photographed nearly all his paintings. Initially, he 
washed and developed the films himself in his own darkroom; when 
time did not permit this any more, he had them printed at professional 
studios. 


Bipin’s passion for art extended to his school as well. While nurturing 
the deaf mute children, he taught them to express themselves through 
colours, and succeeded in arousing in them a genuine love for art. He 
installed a wood cutting machine too. His fingers would deftly move 
under the thin sharp edged saw of it and on it he taught his students 
both from the school and outside, how to make painted plywood 
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figures; these adorned the handicraft stalls at various exhibitions. Many 
afternoons, he would take his students to Bhikari Charan Patnaik’s 
famous craft workshop to train them at making papier-maché toys 
(Abhanga Kandhei), carpet weaving, and cane moulding for making 
furniture. 


He would often join his wife in making the traditional floral designs 
in rice paste or herbal powders which she excelled in. Always impeccably 
but modestly dressed and well poised, Bipin exuded a sense of aesthetics 
in his life style. 


The artist in Bipin... 


When Bipin decided to settle down in Orissa, he set up his studio in 
his ancestral house in Ganeshghat, Cuttack. He painted a narrow room 
black under the staircase that served as his darkroom for developing 
photographs. Art, always his passion, was now his livelihood as well. 
He prepared a brochure on himself as an artist and accepted commercial 
orders (Appendix 1V). He would now sell his paintings and sketches as 
well as did the portraits on request. It was at this time that his uncle, 
Mohini Mohan Senapati, asked him to paint a portrait of Fakir Mohan 
Senapati, Mohini Mohan’s father and Bipin’s grandfather. Bipin was 
ecstatic at the opportunity: he felt as though he had finally arrived as an 
artist among his own people. It was also a joyous experience to portray 
his grandfather. Bipin’s mind travelied through the memories of their 
moments together, of Fakir Mohan teaching him the Oriya word, 
Padmaphula, the lotus that had now flowered fully in his heart as the 
grand father had hoped all those years back. Mohini Mohan had 
inherited, and lived in his father’s house at Dhuan Patria Gali, Bakhrabad, 
Cuttack, a few minutes’ walk from Bipin’s residence at Ganeshghat. Bipin 
visited his uncle daily to scrutinize many photographs of Fakir Mohan 
that his son had collected, and finally selected one to use as the basis for 
the portrait. From England, Bipin had brought a large collection of his 
favourite oil paints; he now arranged these and other materials for the 
painting at his uncle’s house, for he wished to paint Fakir Mohan in the 
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ambience in which the man once lived. Bipin would wander around 
the garden, among the trees planted by his grandfather, walk through 
the house touching the man’s belongings, and spend long hours learning 
about him from Mohini Mohan; then, his mind seized by his subject, 
he would plunge into painting. 

The portrait, completed in 1938, is the earliest, and perhaps the 
finest oil painting of Fakir Mohan, and has been used in nearly all 
publications and documentaries about him in the country since then. 
The painting still adorns a wall of the living room in Fakir Mohan’s 
house, now under the care of Minakshi, his great grand daughter. 


Around that time Bipin was also approached to paint a portrait 
of Keshab Chandre Sen. Bipin remembered how, upon his graduation 
from the Royal College of Art, its Principal Sir William Rothenstein 
had sketched Keshab Chandra’s face in his autograph book, to 
symbolize nis farewell hope for the young artist. Bipin found it 
providential that the great reformer would emerge in his life again. He 
threw himself completely into the project, learning as much as he could 
about the man and becoming greatly influenced by his progressive 
ideas in the process. The portrait was unveiled on 1 March1938 by 
Sen’s daughter Sucharu Devi, the queen of Mayurbhanj, at the Town 
Hall, in Cuttack, in a ceremony presided over by the Premier of Orissa, 
Biswanath Das. 


Throughout the war years, Bipin painted portraits commissioned 
by the rajas and maharajas of Orissa and the neighbouring states. He 
visited some of them to soliciting support for his Deaf and Dumb 
School and occasionally presented them with paintings and sketches 
hoping that they would oblige. He also executed numerous paintings 
of his relations, including a water colour portrait of his grand parents- 
in-law, Arjun Bhuyan and his wife; a portrait of his dashing uncle-in- 
law, Sachidananda Bhuyan (a civilian pilot who had joined the Royal 
Air Force during the War; he died in a plane crash along with his trainee 
in 1941 at Hyderabad); and a colour touch-up of an enlarged black 
and white photograph of his wife taken when she was newly married. 
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Bipin was also a prolific sketcher through out his life. Among these 
are a number of sketches of all his children; of the signatories of the 
autographs he so avidly collected, done mostly in pen or pencil; and a 
sketch of Helen Keller that accompanied his article on her in the Samaj 
in 1950. He also sketched a number of cartoons. He painted the cover 
page of the Oriya translation of Srimad Bhagabat Gita by Dr Bana 
Behari Patnaik, his friend since his London days. 


Bipin received various assignments from Biju Patnaik as well. Soon 
after India’s independence, Biju Patnaik had rescued the Indonesia’s 
Freedom fighters from their captivity there in a daring feet of action. 
This laid the foundation for a lasting friendship between Biju Patnaik 
and the Indonesian leader. At this point Biju Patnaik wanted to offer a 
gift to the latter. What better to give from Orissa than an artistic 
impression of the great heritage of the land, viz, Konarka. Biju therefore 
approached Bipin to paint the Konarka Wheel. Bipin had been to 
Konarka many times earlier; he now set out to revisit the temple and 
wanted one month for completing the assignment. 


Bipin reached Konarka in the evening. The black pagoda rose before 
him, gorgeous, a dark silhouette in the silvery moonlight. That night he 
could not sleep, waiting to see the temple of the sun at dawn. When 
day broke, finally, the rising sun seemed to Bipin to leap over the horizon 
into the waiting black chariot, and the great stone wheels churned as 
the galloping horses strained at their reins. He reached out to touch the 
wheels, and in the flash of contact saw illuminated his fellow artists 
from those centuries past: masons and carvers by the thousands, chiseling 
a chariot magnificent enough for the sun that beat on their backs, imbuing 
mute stone with the surpassing fluid beauty of life. Pulling out his tools, 
Bipin set to work, to capture that life on canvas. 


He completed it back at Cuttack at the residence of Biju Patnaik. 
“The Wheel of Konarka is a magnificent effort to bring stone to life. 
Bipin’s is the touch of a genius,” wrote Biju when he saw the work. 


On another occasion, Biju Patnaik came by one evening to request 
for a favour; he needed Bipin to paint the Paradip port structure within 
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a very short time. Bipin agreed, and Biju visited regularly to check on 
the progress. One afternoon he sent a group of his engineers instead, 
to check if the work was completed, indeed it was. However, these 
senior engineers, were not satisfied, and argued with Bipin about various 
aspects of the painting obviously from an engineering perspective. Bipin 
gently tried to explain the difference between a painting and an 
engineering blueprint; failing to convince them, however he told them 
he would not change his painting. Biju Patnaik sent for the painting 
with full payment later that evening; it remained in the building of the 
Paradip port when Nehru came to inaugurate it in January of 1962. 


Around this time, Bipin also painted an oil portrait of Biju and 
presented it to him; the portrait was subsequently destroyed in the fire 
during the mob attack on Naveen Nivas. 


In the early sixties, the government of Orissa also requested Bipin 
for portraits of Indian leaders that would adorn the secretariat. Selections 
of his paintings were taken for the Governor House, Orissa. A full- 
sized oil painting of Jawaharlal Nehru (76 in. x 36 in.) made by Bipin 
was taken by the Orissa government after Nehru passed away in 1964. 


Dream of an Art School in Orissa 


By 1936, Bipin had also formulated his ideas about the Art School 
in Orissa. In the same year when the Orissa province was formed, he 
visualized a state Art Gallery that would display the artwork of the 
artists from Orissa; it would eventually accumulate the works of the 
artists from all over the world. He believed that this would be on par 
with all the advanced places of the world where art is appreciated. Fle 
realized that love for art had to be cultivated and one art gallery would 
be a milestone in this direction. The Art School that was in his mind 


would benefit much from the Gallery. 

His efforts to create awareness for art received enthusiastic response 
from the artists and the art lovers. Even young aspirants from the remote 
places wrote to him seeking his advice and suggestions regarding art 
education and art as a career. Birabara Sahu from Barapali, Sambalpur 
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wrote to Bipin on 9 November: 936 that when he applied for a district 
scholarship to read art as a profession his application was turned down 
with the argument that the study of art would not benefit the district. 
‘To invest government money on such studies, the district council thought, 
would be a sheer wastage. Sahu further added that he had been to the 
rajas and the zamindars for support but was unable to convince them 
of the need and the relevance of art in life and for the society. He 
therefore requested Bipin to publish articles about his ideas in the 
newspapers that would influence the district council and the rich 
landlords. He also asked Bipin to send some books to enable him learn 
art on his own. 


Bipin was an artist through ano through-in his body, mind and in 
soul. He had all along nurtured the dream of setting up an Art Centre 
in Orissa. His proposed site was initially Cuttack and then Bhubaneswar. 
To him, the great temple city of Bhubaneswar was ideally suited for 
the study of art and for evolving a unique style of its own, blending 
traditional and the contemporary trends. He started expressing his views 
through the columns of important newspapers including Samaj, Asha 
and Nababharat about the proposed School of Art in Orissa. The art 
lovers greatly supported the idea. In 1939, at his behest, a number of 
distinguished Oriyas assembled to deliberate on Bipin’s proposed Art 
School. 


He decided to hold a meeting of important personalities on 17 
December1939 at 6 pm and requested the Utkala Sahitya Samaj to give 
permission on a token rent of one rupee that was the practice then to 
reserve the hall. His request being turned down by the dealing assistant, 
he approached Gopal Chandra Praharaj for the same. 


Gopal Chandra Praharaj was furious at the clerk of Urkala Sahitya 
Samaj and ordered him to accommodate Bipin immediately. The notice 
for the meeting was circulated among distinguished men from all walks 
of life. Special notice was sent also to eminent women of the time 
including Sailabala Das and Sukhalata Rao inviting them to participate 
in the discussion on the proposed art institute. In Cuttack, the notice 
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was circulated by hand, it was sent by post to people in other places in 
Orissa. The Oriya artists in and out side Orissa were requested to join 
the deliberation. 


On 17 December1939, an All Orissa meeting was held at Utkala 
Sahitya Samaj where the broad outlines were discussed. The meeting 
was presided over by Brajasundar Das and the advisory body included 
well-known personalities such as Bhikari Charan. Patnaik, Basanta Kumar 
Panda, Gopal Chandra Kanungo, Paul Patra of the Mission School 
and Bipin himself. Braja Sundar Das, who presided, made suggestions 
which were discussed and were accepted by others. They were as 
follows:( /) To outline the necessary requirements for a School of Art, 
(/) To decide on the number of teachers ar:d their salaries, (7) To 
identify the departments, (/v) To find out about the different branches 
that would be useful and would be required by the government, by the 
industrialists, by commercial men, by publishers, by the villagers and (1) 
The minimum cost required to start the scho<l and run it for one year. 


During the war years, Bipin had to concentrate hard on managing 
the fledgling Deaf and Dumb School. Those were tough times when 
supplies were erratic and Bipin did not have access to funds to meet 
the crisis. Bipin had a few students also living with him. Besides Bipin 
had just been married and was setting his own home. During this time, 
a tragedy struck the family too. Bipin’s youngest sister Karunamayee, a 
medical student who had recovered from a serious typhoid, passed 
away in 1939 at Kashmir where she had been accompanying her mother, 
for the change of climate. 

The Quit India Movement was sweeping the country at this time 
and it was ;nevitable that numerous activities not connected with the 
Freedom Movement would be affected. 

However, he continued his efforts on preparing blue print of the 
proposed school of art as was discussed in the meeting in 1939. Again, 
he wrote to the president of the Utkala Sabity- Xamaj that he wanted to 
hire the hall of Sriramchandra Bhavan for an informal meeting for the 
above purpose on 23 December1943 at 6 pm. This meeting and its 
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report as was published in the news papers raised high hopes among 
the people that the school would be taking a concrete shape in about a 
couple of months’ time. Meanwhile since the foundation date of the 
Utkal University as in July 1944 was announced, it was largely believed 
that the University would consider it appropriate to extend support to 
the art school as well and make it its affiliated institute. The applications 
from famous artists of Orissa including Muralidhar Tali and Gopal 
Kanungo to join the proposed school of art started pouring (Appendix 
V). The name of the school was already finalized: it was Utkal Kala 
Bhavan (School of Arts and Crafts). 


In the following years, the meetings were held to work out details 
about the school. By the early forties, the prospectus of the ‘Kala 
Bhavan’, was prepared, circulated and applications from prospective 
students and aspiring faculty started coming in. The prospectus 
proclaimed the following: 


“The aim of the Kala Bhavan was to cultivate a sense of beauty in 
the national life; to encourage the growth of our national crafts and 
industries; to help our young men and women to acquire a noble and 
dignified profession for their life.” 


In January 1944, at the residence of J.E.Mehar LCS, District Judge, 
a meeting took place. The Judge’s wife was an artist of repute herself 
and had volunteered to host the meeting. Among the people who 
gathered were Harihar Mahapatra, Bipin Behari Ray, and Mahesh 
Chandra Pradhan apart from Bipin. They discussed the status of the 
‘Kala Bhavan.’ Now that the Province of Orissa had just started her 
own University, the Advisory Body for the ‘Kala Bhavan’ decided that 
the University be approached to support a faculty in Fine Arts and get 
the contemplated institute affiliated. The scope, nature, and cost of 
operating the ‘Kala Bhavan’ were clearly spelt out and a note was 
submitted to the University. The Syndicate of the University replied on 
24 April1944 expressing their inability to provide any support at that 
point of time. Soon in June 1944 an appeal was published in almost all 
the newspapers of Orissa with signatures of twenty one eminent 
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personalities of Orissa that included Pandit Nilakantha Das, Artaballabh 
Mohanty, Birakisore Ray, Gopal Gandra Praharaj, Lalmohan Patnaik, 
Abhinna Ghandra Rao, Harihar Mahapatra, Syed Fazle Haque, 
Bichitrananda Das, Bhubanananda Das, Motilal Pandit, Rangalal Modi, 
L.N.Sahu, Pyari Sankar Roy, Satyanaryan Sengupta, A.B. Acharya, 
Bichhanda Charan Patnaik, M.N.Bhuyan, J.M.Mangaraj, N.R.Swami and 
B.Das. They requested the University authorities as well as the government 
to come to the aid of the institution being proposed by Bipin, “for the 
cultivation of Art as would be worthy of our past and advance our 


future” (Appendix V1). 


Bipin planned an art exhibition displaying the work of all the artists 
in Orissa in order to make the people of Orissa art conscious. A number 
of celebrated artists including Muralidhar Tali, Gopal Chandra Kanungo, 
Upendra Maharathi, Sridhar Mahapatra, Purna Chandra Singh, S.C.Deb, 
and Manmohan Sahu were approached; they consented to extend co- 
operation. Most of them expressed their willingness to join the faculty 
of the proposed ‘Kala Bhavan.’ Bipin also wrote to the Royal College 
of Art in London requesting them to send ga list of the Indians who 
had passed out of the Academy with a view to inducting a good faculty. 


In 1946, with the Second World War ending, Bipin announced in 
the newspapers that on 15 July1946 the ‘Kala Bhavan’ would be opened. 
Unfortunately, the inauguration could not take place; there were many 
obstacles that could not be overcome. The School demanded a 
considerable amount of logistic support, time, and energy. He would 
still go on his bicycle in the evenings, from door to door in Cuttack 
soliciting students and funds for the Deaf and Dumb School. The 
proposed Art School needed assistance of a very large scale which 
would not be possible without governmental backing and that from 
large institutions such as the University. Such help was nowhere in sight. 


He did not however lose hope. In February 1947, he brought out 
a brochure for the first Orissa Fine Arts Exhibition at Cuttack, the date 
for which was not finalized yet. He hoped that through the exhibition 
he would earn the necessary support for the Art School. The committee 
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for the exhibition had Mahtab as the president and N.Kanungo, S.C. 
Tripathy, P.Parija, the Chiefs of Khallikote and Surangi were the vice 
presidents. Almost all the dignitaries of Cuttack and the entire artist 
community were the members of the executive committee. The artist 
Basanta Kumar Panda was the treasurer and a joint secretary along 
with Bibhuti Bhusan Kanungo. There is no record to show however if 
the exhibition took off. 


With the country attending freedom Bipin as ever resilient became 
optimistic again. During his study tour in 1949, he made a meticulous 
study of the art movement and the newer techniques of the western 
art that could be adopted along with the indigenous art form in Orissa. 
With his vision widened, he revisited and improved upon his earlier 
blue print of the Art Institute. 


Meanwhile, there had been emerging awareness among the youth 
about the need to encourage art education and support the artists in 
Orissa. In an article written in their hand ‘written journal, Kum/um from 
Bombay dated April1949, the editor Dev Mohapatra wrote that without 
any art institute in Orissa or any scope to flourish as artists, the interest 
for art studies had declined. He mentioned that in last forty years, there 
were only the following fifteen artists from Orissa who had graduated 
from the art schools; (1) Basanta Kumar Panda, (1) Dhaneswar Maharana, 
(iu)Upendra Maharathi,(iv) Bhagaban Das, (v) Gopal Chandra Kanungo, 
(vi) Sachi Rout, (vii) Purna Chandra Singh, (viii) Udaya Nath Ratha, (ix) 
Niranjan Misra, (x) Chaturbhuj Mohanty, (xi) Bibhuti Kanungo, (Xii) 
Bipin Behari Choudhury, (xiii) Allhad Paramanik,(ivx) Muralidhar Tali 
and (vx) Late Brundaban Singh. It was also mentioned that in addition, 
there were one or two more who graduated from Shantiniketan. 


More than a decade had passed since the time Bipin had begun to 
take initiatives for the founding of an art institute in Orissa, but there 
was no financial support forthcoming for the project. The Deaf and 
Dumb School was also running on measl donations, which he collected 
in the first week of every month. During this time when Bipin went to 
collect donations in his bike, his young friend Bipra Charan Mohanty 
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accompanied him. Bipra Charan, a sculptor from Calcutta Art School 
had come ro Orissa on Mahtab’s request to make a sculpture of 
Madhusudan Das. Bipin visited him daily to see his work. The genuine 
love for art brought a close friendship between the two though Bipra 
Charan was twenty-two years younger to Bipin. It was during this 
time in 1950 that Mahtab joined the Central Ministry and subsequently 
went away to Bombay as the Governor. Nabakrishna Choudhury took 
over as the Chief Minister of Orissa. One evening both Bipin and 
Bipra Charan went to meet the Chief Minister at his residence near the 
Sun Shine Field, Cuttack. Bipin had discussed with Bipra Charan his 
ideas relating to the Art Institute. Bipra Charan was to communicate 
Bipin’s thoughts to the Chief Minister. Nabakrishna was always very 
fond of Bipin. He asked the two artists to sit down with him on the 
mat in the open veranda; the breeze coming over the Kathajori was 
cool and pleasant. Nabarishna spent a long time with them, appreciating 
their ideas and agreeing to do the needful. He was apprised of the 
difficulties with which Bipin had to run the Deaf and Dumb School. 


In three years’ time, the Deaf and Dumb School! shifted to 
Bhubaneswar and as mentioned earlier it was taken over by the Orissa 
government: in 1956. During these years, Bipin and Bipra Charan were 
in touch with each other and Bipra Charan took the responsibility of 
pursuing the project Art Institute. The Deaf and Dumb School as a 
government school provided Bipin with two teachers as well as one 
additional manpower to assist him. Now wich some space and time 
for himself, he made fresh appeals to the Orissa government for support 
for his dream institute of Art. 


In 1956, Nabakrishna Choudhury resigned and Mahtab returned 
from Bombay to take over. Bipra Charan met Mahtab many times in 
connection with the Art Institute. The issue was also raised at the Orissa 
Assembly by Satyananda Champatiroy. Lingaraj Panigrahi, the Education 
Minister agreed to support the founding of a Government Art Institute. 
Assuming that it would be in Bhubaneswar which was the new capital, 
Bipra Charan, Gopal Kanungo and Satyananda Chmpatiroy met at the 
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Prajatantra office at Cuttack and discussed about the strategy. It was 
decided to appoint Gopal Kanungo as the Principal who was then a 
teacher in Puri Zilla School. Bipra Charan went to Bhubaneswar to 
identify the site. The land near Bhubaneswar Museum was found 
suitable. The artist group now went to meet the Director of the Public 
Instruction with the proposal for the site and the eventual follow up 
actions. The DPI informed the enthusiastic artists that the Khallikote 
palace had already been purchased by the government for the founding 
of the Art School and that S.C.Deb would be the Principal and Bipra 
Charan and Gopal Kanungo would be appointed as lecturers. It was 
an unexpected move. Many believed that it was a political decision to 
please the Education Minister who hailed from the south Orissa. Further 
the government that once had refused to recognize the school run by 
S.C. Deb, as he did not posses the requisite qualifications to head such 
a school now decided to appoint him the Principal, Government School 
of Art at Khallikote! 


Bipin had no desire of disapproving the Khallikote School in 
southern Orissa. Raising art centers all over the land was his dream. 
Besides, he would always fiercely protect and promote the artists in 
Orissa. The Sama; dated 16 April1945 had published his report about 
his visit to the ‘Kala Vidyalaya’ at Berhampur founded by the Chikiti 
Kumar S.C. Deb. Bipin wrote, “The students attend classes in a beautiful 
house in the attractive surrounding.” He also praised the teaching method 
and the discipline at the institute. He added, “Kumar had learnt art in 
London. In his return, he visited various art institutes in the country and 
founded one at Chikiti. While I had been trying to found one at Cuttack 
and had been unsuccessful, his efforts in this direction were admirable.” 
Nevertheless, Bipin still believed that there was the necessity for an All 
Orissa Centre with wider perspectives at Bhubaneswar. As he always 
said, the art and architectural monuments of the place would help the 
students gain a practical knowledge directly from their heritage. 
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Government College of Art and Crafts Khallikote: The Art 
Teacher 


After the mid-term election in 1961, the new Orissa government 
did not approve of the Child Welfare Board’s decision about Bipin 
which had resulted in the latter’s exit from the Deaf and Dumb School. 
To make amends, the government decided to absorb him in the 
Government College of Art and Crafts at Khallikote. 


Bipin joined the College in 1962 as a lecturer in Graphic Art as the 
only position vacant then. Graphic art was not his specialization, though 
the Royal College education had provided him with a deep knowledge 
of all branches of art. A perfectionist, he went to Calcutta to learn the 
latest techniques of Graphic Art before taking up the new job. The 
Principal of the Calcutta Art College, Chintamani Kar being his friend, 
made all arrangements to help him. 


Bipin travelled alone to the place of his new assignment. He was 
already fifty-six years old. He missed his family that he had left behind 
so as not to interrupt the children’s education. The government had 
permitted him to retain his quarters at Bhubaneswar, where his wife 
and children remained. 


He sat in a seat by the window in a bus, the cool breeze waving 
through his thinning and greying hair. He looked back at his life and 
wondered if he had failed himself. Bipin’s thoughts went back to the 
thirties when he opened a school for the handicapped ignoring his art. 
Such a step had disappointed many young aspirant artists. Bipin was 
the hero of the youth. They basked in his talents and success, but perhaps 
could not share his anguish as a handicapped man. It had been early 
then in Bipin’s professional career; and he tasted success at whatever he 
turned his mind to. He had never doubted about the heights of his 
ambition in Art, which was his life and passion; setting it aside for 
sometime, while he worked among his fellow sufferers to relieve them 
of their suffering, did not trouble him. 

The days passed however, and the Art Institute remained elusive. 
His art had suffered. He was sad and frustrated. He remembered the 
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playwright Gopal Chhotray who had penned a true picture of the 
destitute artists in Orissa in his play Bharasa. Did Bipin regret his 
decisions? Perhaps that was not the way he ever looked at life. If he 
were to relive those years, he would do the same again to bring light to 
the life of the handicapped. But yes, he missed his London days, its 
free society and freethinking, the scope to flourish and the appreciation 
for art. 


He felt tired and fell asleep. 


He had taken a small box with only a few personal belongings. His 
large baggage contained the painting materials. When he arrived at 
midday, Bipra Charan, his friend and a member of the school’s faculty, 
welcomed him. Bipin’s accommodation was a large single room, 
attached to the Principal’s office, which was his home for the next five 
years. In it he led a spartan life, washing his own clothes, cleaning his 
room, and cooking his own food. 


The young students had heard of him and were excitedly waiting 
for the legendary artist to arrive. They had a vague knowledge of his 
personal life. When he spoke in Bengali, the language he knew best, 
instead of in Oriya, one of the students, Jagadish Kanungo, confronted 
him and asked him if he was a Bengali. Bipin realized that the shadow 
of this doubt would never leave him. He replied he was indeed Oriya 
and the grand son of Fakir Mchan. Bipin however liked the courage 
of the young man who spoke out his mind. Eventually they became 
great friends, and remained in touch for the rest of Bipin’s life. Bipin 
loved his students and enjoyed interacting with them. Every evening he 
would visit the two hostels, spend time with the students, help them in 
their drawings and bring a new tradition of intimacy among the artists, 
be they students and teachers. His role as a teacher of these normal 
children was the reverse of his experience in the Royal College days 
when he was the lone deaf student. He prepared his lectures 
rheticulously, and delivered them in his own independent style. There 
was a natural flow of communication in the classroom. The students 
loved and admired their guru. 
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Bipin had formalized the entry of deaf students into this institute 
at Khallikote even before he joined. Many of his students in the Deaf 
and Dumb School eventually graduated from the Government College 
of Art and Crafts Khallikote and were employed in various capacities 
in the government services. 


Bipin was enthralled to see the hills and the forests surrounding the 
College, where he lived too. He loved the peace and quiet of the place 
and devoted his time to painting. His students learnt from him the 
nuances of oil painting, of Fine Art. He also experimented with 
lithography, linocut portraits, woodcut print, and charcoal drawings. 
He painted with aggressiveness and without rest. Often his food 
remained untouched and he dozed off in the midnight with brush in 
his hand. He had to make up for his lost time. 


Miles to go.... 


After five years of lonely life during which he came home only on 
vacations, Bipin returned permanently to the midst of his family in 
1967, when he retired from government services. A devoted husband, 
he was also a caring and a loving father. When nis children were young, 
they would spend long fascinating evenings with him, riveted by his 
tales of adventure. He told them of his travels, of experiences at home 
and with strangers in faraway lands; stories through which he tried to 
instill in them some of the fearlessness and sense of wonder that had 
carried him so far. When a circus show was in town, or magic shows 
came by, Bipin was as excited as the young ones, and they would all 
troop chattering happily together to the spectacle. Bathing in the river 
with father was another ritual for the children; Bipin taught them how 
to make origami paper boats, and on rainy afternoons, they would sit 
and watch the little vessels wobble away on the currents, bound, surely, 
for lands across the sea. And, every month Bipin would ritually gather 
his flock for their medical check-up. A visit to the doctor is never the 
most inspiring of events, but Bipin managed to make an outing of it, 
with engrossing tidbits about what the doctors did and why (and, perhaps 
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more interestingly for the little ones, about the thrillingly horrible diseases 
that befell people who didn’t go for their check-ups!). Unfailingly tender, 
and almost implausibly scrupulous about the welfare of his children, 
Bipin once spent an entire afternoon searching for the perfect teaspoon 
for one of his daughters, when she was moving away to college: most, 
he was afraid, had edges too sharp for his child. 


From Bipin, his children learnt to draw and paint. Moulding their 
uncertain fingers around the brush, praising a strong line here and a 
flourish of colour there, he tried to convey the discipline and patience 
his art demanded, and the joy and quietude it brought in return. Mindful 
of his own privations as a boy, Bipin was also very particular about his 
children’s education, sometimes seeking financial support from the 
government when the means were beyond him. He would unfailingly 
accompany them for their admission to schools and colleges, and insisted 
on buying the textbooks himself. At times in unknown surroundings, 
when his children were embarrassed by strangers who, assuming they 
were deaf like their father, tried to communicate with them through 
signs, Bipin would become furious, vehemently protesting that they 
were not physically impaired. Handicapped all his life, he was determined 
that his children should not face the same social disadvantages he had 
suffered through. 


Bipin took special pleasure in family birthdays, a chance to celebrate 
the love, which bound his household so strongly together. I remember 
the excitement, as a little girl, of waking up early on #y big day. Bathing 
hurriedly, hair combed in a rush, putting on a new dress, I would run 
to sit with my siblings in a semi-circle around Ma and Baba. Ma would 
decorate my forehead in sandal paste followed by the p#/4, and Baba 
would feed me, the birthday child, the first sweet. I would touch the 
feet of my elders, and my younger brother and sisters would touch 
mine, and then it was time to tuck into the elaborate festive breakfast 
that Ma had woken up at dawn to prepare. Finally, the presents! Bipin 
loved bringing gifts for his family. When he would return from his 
frequent business trips to Calcutta, what fun it used to be to see the 
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goodies he had hauled back spread out on the veranda! Once he brought 
Debu, his seven-year-old son, a toy motor boat with an engine, turning 
it on in a small vessel filled with water, we watched, entranr 2d, as it 
became a ship sailing the Atlantic. Then there was the toy wun with 
bullets, which, fired by his son standing proudly on a woouen cot, 
unerringly hit one of the daughters in the forehead. The panic that 
followed was edged with a certain satisfaction among the children, the 
toy Baba had bought us, was indeed like the real thing. 


On a voyage to Europe and the United States in 1949, Bipin mailed 
back chocoiates for his children. Coming home from Khallikote on 
holidays, he himself prepared and brought back their favourite sweets. 
Travelling via Chilika Lake, he often brought crabs for his wife, though 
he never ate them. Sometimes this enthusiasm for the perfect present 
led Bipin into awkward situations. Once, for instance, while travelling 
by a bus from Cuttack to Bhubaneswar, he saw heaps of bananas 
being sold by the roadside near a village. Suddenly remembering that 
his wife had asked him to bring bananas from Cuttack - Bhubaneswar 
was a new city then, without a good market, and he always came to 
Cuttack armed with a long list of supplies needed at home - he had the 
driver stop, and jumped out on his mission. Of the passengers’ 
murmurs of protest, he was blissfully unaware. As the minutes stretched 
out, the protests grew into shouts, and injunctions to the driver to drive 
away without this fellow, while Bipin’s young son and daughter, 
accompanying him on the trip, shrank in embarrassment into their seats. 
Finally Bipin reappeared, delighted with the success; smiling brightly 
behind his bagful of fruit, he blithely exhorted his fellow passengers to 
get some bananas themselves, for they were of very good quality indeed. 
The people on the bus, disarmed by the man’s simplicity and evident 
devotion to his wife, could only burst out in appreciative laughter at his 
chutzpah; Bipin had charmed his way out of trouble again. 

This, then, is the family life to which Bipin returned in 1967, and he 
embraced it, relaxed and happy. Without a school to manage, or classes 
to teach, he was now free to devote his time to art. Always an early 
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riser, he would wake at daybreak, and light the fire to make two cups 
of tea, for himself and his wife. He would finish his bath, pray for an 
hour, and was ready for a simple breakfast by eight, followed by a 
thorough perusal of the day’s newspaper. By nine, he would enter his 
world of painting. He worked until lunch, sharply at one, sometimes 
with a break for coffee at eleven. He would rest for a while, and then 
return to his painting until it was time for his lemon tea in the afternoon 
at four. He would wind up his work, clean his brush and cover the 
painting on the easel. Every day, he worked on his diary and papers 
through the late afternoon and early evening, until finally it was nine in 
the evening, and time for his dinner. Hewing to this routine for almost 
the next one and half decades, he produced during these years an 
enormous number of oil and water colour paintings, pastel and charcoal 
drawings and pencil sketches on diverse themes. For the remainder of 
his life, he hardly spent a day without his beloved art. 


During this period, Bipin pa.nted his self-portrait, and the portrait 
of his wife. He painted the hills of Scotland and of Mussouri. He 
painted rocks, waterfalls and the sunrise. The people, the fairs and the 
festivals, the deities(his favourites being Ma Kali and Durga), the portraits 
of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, Swami Vivekananda, the Simanta 
Gandhi Abdul Gaffer Khan, Rabindranath Tagore were all captured 
on canvas or paper. At the request of his eldest sister, Shantimayee, 
who lived in Delhi then, he painted again in oil the portrait of his 
grandfather, Fakir Mohan in 1976; the painting was given to the gallery 
of the Central Lalit Kala Akademi in Delhi. 


Between major oil paintings, he did large number of drawings. 
Often he would finish landscapes in pastels in one sitting and give them 
away as gifts to relations. His desire to bring forth the essence of all he 
saw was insatiable. Once while lounging on the terrace in the evening, 
he saw the outline of the Orissa’ 70 Fair from a distance. Bhubaneswar 
in those days did not have the many buildings it does today to obstruct 
the horizon. Taking up his crayons and a black drawing sheet, he 
disappeared onto the dark rooftop, and returned in a few minutes 
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with the sketch. Only a few dots and lines in red, yellow and two 
shades of blue marked the ebony paper, but the vision that arose of 
the illuminated Fair amidst darkness was mesmerizing, 


In the period 1969-1970, Bipin also completed a number of pastel 
sketches, mostly white on black paper. These were extraordinarily 
sensitive and powerful, reflecting both a sense of liberation and the 
desire to explore and experiment. The masterpiece among these is 
perhaps the portrait of Simanta Gandhi; the living glow that radiates 
from the face captures exquisitely the strength of the man in the picture, 
and the harmony of mind and hand in the artist who drew him. 


In October of 1974, Bipin visited us - his daughter, son-in-law and 
grandson - at Kharagpur for a month, where he painted “Down the 
Memory Lane: A Voyage to America on the Ship, Queen Elizabeth” 
for us. It is a scene depicting his memory of crossing the Atlantic in 
1949, and watching the Statue of Liberty as his ship approached the 
coast of America; the oil painting has hung in our drawing room ever 
since. When I, his grandson, finally saw the statue for myself years later, 
my first thoughts were of the man who had gazed upon it nearly half 
a century earlier, and whose courage it embodies so profoundly. But in 
1974, I was only a little over a year old; I am told that I accompanied 
him on his morning walks, running after cows and goats as he strolled 
along (an activity to which I remained addicted, unfortunately, for several 
years after), and that I sat by him all day long as he painted, watching 
enthralled as the colours flowed onto the canvas. Perhaps the bond 
between us was created then. My own earliest memories of him are 
from a little later, when I was about five; on vacations in Bhubaneswar, 
he and 1 would take Blackie the dog out for long evening walks, and 1 
chattered about everything under the sun to this gentle man, who gravely 
answered my every question. For many years, I! knew nearly nothing of 
Bipin’s accomplishments years before 1 was born. He was simply my 
grandfather, and his love and wisdom strengthened me in ways I did 
not fully comprehend as a child. Finally, just before starting work on 
this manuscript recently, I made a pilgrimage to the Royal College of 
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Art while passing through London. It is in a new building now in 
South Kensington, which came up much after Bipin left the College. 
Wandering its halls, looking at the paintings of generations of students 
long gone, 1 sensed young Bipin walking beside me, taking me by the 
hand, and recounting, oh the times he had here all those years ago! 
Later, sitting in the greenery of Hyde Park just across from the College, 
1 thought of him walking these same dappled paths in the warm English 
breeze, and of what he had ultimately taught me: that the world is an 
exhilaratingly beautiful place, its trees and skies and hills a source of joy 
that is eternal; we merely have to see it, and reach out, for that happiness 
to be ours forever. 


During these years, Bipin does not withdraw from public life either. 
He joined as the Chairman of the Board of Studies, Fine Art Section 
of the Utkal University, a position he continued to hold until 1978. 
Meanwhile there were associations, clubs and societies of artists 
mushrooming all over Orissa, and Bipin was revisiting, supporting, 
and encouraging them. He became a member of the Utkal Charukala 
Parishad, a frontline forum of artists of Orissa. He was Chairman of 
the All Orissa Artists Conference, Bhubaneswar in 1970 and made all 
efforts to make it a success. For this, he received the support of the 
Central Akademi. On 13 September 1970, he wrote letters to all artists 
and various art organizations in the following lines, “...An ambitious 
programme for reaching something noble anil big must be backed by 
a collective effort and conviction. 1 request all here to have the strong 
determination and will to unite the Artists of Orissa to lift the position 
of the Artists to bring back the lost heritage of our Art and Architecture, 
otherwise the purpose of the meeting is useless, and we should not 
meet again to see each other’s face...” The All Orissa Artists Conference 
held on 6.12.1970-7.12.1970 at Rabindra Bhavan, Bhubaneswar was a 
great success. The celebrated artists, writers, and educationists including 
Gopal Kanungo, Binod Routray, Durga Patnaik, Gopinath Mohanty, 
Mayadhar Mansingh, and Baidyanath Rath were requested to preside 
or deliver keynote addresses on the conference sessions. Bipin also 


108 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


organized an art exhibition on this occasion. A Souvenir entitled 
Charukala was released that had Bipin’s article ‘The Artists’ Conference’ 
in it (Appendix 1Ic). Messages came from all over the country wishing 
success of the Conference. In his note, Atul Bose, the famous artist 
from Calcutta who was also for sometime the Principal of the School 
of Art in Calcutta wrote to Bipin, “...May this little acorn turn into a 
mighty banyan tree, giving shelter to all who wish to further the cause 
of art and artists from now on. Orissa can certainly claim a significant 
place in the art history of our country. Let’s hope that she will rise 
again...” The All Orissa Artists’ Conference was a pioneering effort 
and was a milestone to integrate the artists of the whole Orissa. 


Bipin was already a member of the Orissa Lalit Kala Akademi. He 
became its President in 1978. The Orissa Lalit Kala Akademi also had 
honoured him for his lifetime achievements in 1971. The citation in its 
address of honour read, “...By securing the highest diploma in Art 
from abroad you have shown your extraordinary creative genius in 
Fine Arts. You have secured international recognition as an Artist of 
outstanding merit. For the vividness of both in line and impression of 
your Art works and for the liveliness of the portraits of great persons 
you have drawn you have secured recognition as an outstanding artist. 
You are an ideal as an artist of perseverance...” 


He continued displaying his paintings and sketches at art exhibitions, 
sometimes alone, sometimes along with his younger friends. In 1973, 
he took five of his deaf art students to participate in the Art Exhibition 
of the Congress of the All India Federation of the Deaf held at 
Guwahati. He even held one exhibition where his youngest daughter 
Mitrabinda joined him. In one such exhibition in Bhubaneswar, the 
students of a nearby college demonstrated against the display of nude 
sketches; these were from his class drawings in the Royal College. The 
sketches had to be removed from the stand. Bipin felt sad, for some 
of the sketches had the teachers’ comments on them, which he had 
thoughtfully displayed; they would have helped the artists learning to 
draw human figures. Bipin strongly believed that exhibitions are very 
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effective learning process for an artist where ideas are created, perceived, 
and exchanged. 


His efforts to found the advanced centre of art in Bhubaneswar 
never ceasec. With newer vigour, he started organizing for his ‘People’s 
College of Art’ (Appendix VII) with the support of the art lovers and 
friends. The renowned novelist Gopinath Mohanty helped him preparing 
the vision and structure of the Institute. Bipin approached the authorities, 
contacted international sources and without waiting for any financial 
sources to arrive he was about to plunge into the formal inauguration 
of the institute in the following academic session. He was in the meantime 
taking classes for some of the prospective students. 


Alert and sharp in mind, Bipin nevertheless was aging. In the evening 
of 8 March 1982, on the eve of the Ho/; Purnia when he suddenly 
fell form his chair and lost consciousness after suffering a cerebral 
haemorrhage, he was entering in his diary the next day’s plan for his Art 
Institute. On 12 March on a Friday evening, he breathed his last at the 
Capital Hospital, Bhubaneswar. 


In his seventy-seven years of life, Bipin Behari Choudhury had lived 
many lives. The smiling artist had accepted the life as the gift of God. 
In his endeavour to balance his passion and his compassion he created 
waves that had far-reaching effects. Many times a note of discord would 
strike between him and the society around him that did not share his 
world of silence and its agony. He had however unwavering faith in 
himself. The fearless man had undertaken a lonesome journey and he 
would not rest before the turbulence was overcome and the ship was 
anchored. 


The Michelangelo of Orissa was an institution that had few parallels 
in the country. 
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Hanu Malla 
(Senapati) 


Govinda Malla 
(Senapati) 


Kusa Malla 
( Senapati) 


Purusottama Senapati 


Lakshmana Charan 
Senapati 
Fakir Mohan Senapati 


I" wife, 
Litabati Devi 


2" wife, 
Krushnakumari Devi 


Manmohan Mohinimohan Sarojini Mahilamani 
(died an a Senapati Senapati 
infant) (b.1881) (b. 1883 ) 


m. Hiranprabha 


Mira Maitrei Binapani Maya 
(A teacher, m. m. m. 
she died Babubhai Kasinath Jagadish 
young by Shukla Misra Dutta 


drowning, 
unmarried} 
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[BB] 


Dharanidhar M alla 
m. Ambika Devi 


Kuchudi Malia (Choudhury) m. 
Dayamayee Devi 


Gopi Mohan Malla 
Choudhury 


Jagabandhu Malla Choudhury 
m. 

1" wife, Kamala Devi 

2" wife, Bimala Devi 


Rajkisore Malla 
Choudhury 


SOT Se 


Kunjakisore 
Choudhury 


Subodhchandra 
“Choudhury 


EE 


HONE He [ EPS 


Ganga Prasad Malla Kishorimohan Malla Radhamohan Malla Madanmohan Malla 
Choudhury Choudhury Choodhury Choudhury 
m 


Anandamayee Devi 


i 


Ma 
Raghunath Choudhury Gagan Behari Choudhury 
m m 


Sarojini (Fakir M ohan’s 
daughter through his 2" wife) 


Mahilamani (Fakir Mohan's 
daughter through his 1“ wife) 


— 


Saratkumari, Hemantakumari, Prabodhchandra, 
Bankabehari, Maheshchandra, Sumatkumai, 
Lakshmikanta, Manmathnath, Sunitikumari 
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HIS ARTICLES 


a] 
THE SAMA] (Oriya) 
24.9.1950. 
Cuttack 


The Deaf, Mute and Blind Helen Keller 
Bipin Behari Choudhury, 
Principal Deaf and Dumb School 


Famous writer Mark Twain once said that in the nineteenth century 
two most important characters are Napoleon and Helen Keller. Helen 
Keller was just fifteen years old then. She continues to be the most 
admired character even today. 


The great lady was born on 27 June 1880, in the family of a clerk 
in the province of Alabama in the United States of America. When she 
was eighteen months old, she was seriously ill and became deaf and 
blind. When one loses the faculty to hear one becomes mute. With 
proper education, the ability to speak could be regained. The mute 
learns through eyes while the blind learns through ears and touch. It is 
difficult to comprehend that one who is blind, deaf and mute could 
be educated. In fact, no body ever imagined that Helen Keller would 
learn to read and write and change her life from a tragedy to triumph. 


Because of poor financial condition of her father, Helen Keller 
did not get a chance to be educated until she was seven year old. In 
1887, on the suggestion of legendary Graham Bell, who discovered 
telephone, she was sent to the blind and deaf school at Boston. Helen 
was soft spoken and beautiful. Soon she drew every one’s attention in 
the school. Miss Anne Mansfield Sullivan (later Mrs. Macy) noticed the 
mental strength as well as the eagerness to learn in this young girl. She 
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took personal care of Helen. 


Within three years of her joining the school, Helen learnt a great 
deal to speak and to write. Touching the lips and the throat of the 
speaker, she learnt to understand. This sense of touch was very sharp 
in her. Whatever she touched once, she never forgot. Whatever she 
touched, she was capable of telling the name and the quality of the 
thing. If there were a heap of clothes, she would easily pick her own 
dress from them. 


After finishing her school, Helen was eager for higher education. 
The school sponsored her and she had her education at Radcliff College, 
Harvard. Helen’s teacher Sullivan was always with her. Helen could 
understand the lectures in the class by touching Sullivan’s hands, or by 
touching with one finger Sullivan’s throat and by another finger touching 
her lips. Sullivan was behind all of Helen’s improvement. 


One of the great virtues of Helen was that she always shared other’s 
anguish and ever eager to remove it, Once she heard that a deaf, dumb 
and mute boy named Tom was unable to attend school due to extreme 
poverty. She made all efforts to help him and ultimately succeeded in 
arranging for his education. 

Bereft of hearing faculty Helen nevertheless enjoys music both vocal 
and instrumental. 

In 1931, Viswakabi Ravindranath Tagore met Helen Keller during 
his visit to the United States. In 1932, Bernard Shaw met her in England; 
he compared her with the versatile genius Voltaire. 

Helen Keller has dedicated her life to the cause of humanity. She 
said that she would like to do great work, but what she liked most was 
to do small things in the noble manner. In 1931, she collected huge 
amount of money on behalf of the American Foundation for the 
Deaf and she continues to be the director of the Foundation. 


She has written many books, some of them are also anthologies 
of her poems. Her books have been translated into many languages. 
Unable to speak a word initially she now delivers speeches flawlessly. 
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Earlier there was dearth of teachers for the education of those 
who were both deaf and blind. There were schools for the deaf and 
schools for the blind, but one who was afflicted by both did not have 
good scope for learning. The books with the typical prints for the 
blind students were not much available and were expensive. Knowing 
Helen Keller the publishers began taking interest for printing books for 
the blind. Now a days, there are ample scope for the education of 
deaf-blind in the western countries. There is no such scope as yet in our 
country for these unfortunate souls. 


116 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Appendix II 
[b] 


PRAJATANTRA (Oriya) 
21.5.1950 
Cuttack. 


The Progress of the Deaf and Dumb Community in the World 
Bipin Behari Choudhury 


The notion that the deaf and dumb community do have an identity 
and that they might be thinking of a world society does surprise most 
of us in our country considering the condition in which they live. This 
reaction 1s similar to the one felt when the women confined to the 
status given to them at home and in the society changed and they 
demanded their due rights in the family property, wanted to share the 
responsibility in working for the development as well as in running the 
country. I am aware of the struggle the women had to go through in 
asserting their rights in Europe in the face of male opposition. During 
my recent visit in London, Paris, and Washington, I saw that in the west 
the deaf and dumb have formed their own clubs and societies along 
with their great educational institutes. Associations and organizations 
are necessary to fight for one’s rights, be it the freedom of the country, 
women’s rights or of the deaf community...In Bombay and in Calcutta 
where there have been progressive education for the deaf, many from 
this community have been well established in their own society and 
also have been contributing their might in organizing their own state. 
They present to their provincial government various social welfare 
schemes. I have mentioned in my newspapers articles about my London 
experience and about the Olympic for the deaf that was held in London 
in 1935. Similarly now I notice the desire for the cooperation and 
exchange of ideas among the deaf community in the world. Before 
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my departure for Europe and the U.S. in 1949, I had met the deaf 
communities in Calcutta and Bombay and had expressed my wish for 
a world organization. They in turn made me their emissary and sent 
their best wishes for their counterparts in the West. The American deaf 
society has immediately extended their hands of cooperation, they are 
willing to send volunteers for the spread of education of the deaf and 
have sent the message that the society in India should demand the rights 
for the deaf from their government, which have been earned by their 
American counterparts. In the United States the number of deaf is 90, 
000 whereas in India it is 3 lakhs and the deaf community of the 
United States want the cooperation of the deaf in India. The attempt 
to form the world bodies has also had its impact on the deaf. So far 
they have not been able to draw attention to any of their world 
organization, but there is no doubt that they are emerging as a powerful 
element in the society. 

1 come from among those in the society who have no scope to 
lead 2 civilized and independent life. 1 am happy about the fact that in 
spite of it 1 have been accepted as the representative of the progressing 
deaf community and have received recognition even in the western 
world. A professor from the deaf and dumb college at Washington 
while writing about me wrote, “He came, he saw, he conquered”. 
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CHARUKALA, Souvenir 
1st All Orissa Artists Conference, 
Utkal Charu Kala Parishad, Bhubaneswar, 1970. 
(pages 49-52) 


THE ARTISTS CONFERENCE 
Bipin Behari Choudhury, 
A.R.C.A. (London) 


The members of the Utkal Charukala Parishad unanimously decided 
a few months back to hold an All Orissa Artists Conference at 
Bhubaneswar, in spite of their financial inability. This is a good ‘omen’ 
not only for the Artists but also for Orissa. For the first time probably 
after independence, the artists are aspiring to meet in a big scale at the 
historic land of Bhubaneswar, flanked by Khandagiri and Dhauli, the 
monuments of colourful Orissa, which are now mutely witnessing the 
miseries and backwardness. Only the flag atop Lingaraj is calling to 
awake from the slumber, which I am sure will inspire the spirit of the 
artists. Not all the artists and artisans of Orissa may attend the conference 
this time, but it is certainly the precursor to a bigger conference to unite 
all the artisans from the remote villages to the cities. 


A question may arise as to what is the purpose of this Conference. 
People at the first instance may feel that the purpose is to enhance the 
monetary interests of the artists of Orissa...The Oriya artists from 
time immemorial have always aimed at something immense, something 
aesthetic at the cost of their life and the story of Dharmapada is the 
evidence of this. So the purpose of this Conference is to arouse the 
sense of greatness in them and to harness their talents in order to revive 
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the past glory and to remind the government of its responsibility. Lastly 
to unite the artists of Orissa in order to utilize their talents for the 
reconstruction of the glorious Orissa and with it to improve their status. 


The uniqueness of the Oriya artist is marked by his own distinctive 
style. If we look to the history of Indian architecture, we will see that it 
has been divided into groups such as t.Nagara, 2.Dravida, and 3.Besara, 
and Orissa architecture is completely out of these three categories, thus 
having a character of its own. This does not mean that the Orissan 
architecture has not influenced others. The Orissan architecture has been 
referred separately from other categories in the rock inscription of 
Ambruteswar temple of the Bellari district. This indicates the Kalinga 
influence of architecture on other architecture. All the accounts taken 
together indicate that the Kalinga architecture was flourishing even before 
the first millennium AD. Greatness of the Kalinga architecture continued 
till the completion of Konarka about 1256 AD. Before a lamp 
extinguishes its flame rises high and with Konarka the greatness of 
Kalinga art and architecture seemed to have gone into oblivion. 


Nowadays, if we speak of art and architecture, people say it is a 
waste but the same people show Konarka with pride to outsiders. 
Those who do not care to revive the past glory have no right to glorify 
themselves with the past greatness. Art and architecture are the mirrors 
where culture and civilization reflect. Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Italy 
more for its art and architecture than for its territory. History tells us 
that Nangula Narasingha Dev took 16 years and 12 years’ revenue to 
construet Konarka with 16,000 artists. Even after completing such a 
colossus monument his kingdom was neither affected by deflation or 
inflation rather it was a period of luxury and peace, which probably 
made the Oriya lazy and homesick and this terrible disease killed all the 
incentive ard will for creativeness and is continuing till this date. The 
Konarks period indicates the able statesmanship of Narasingha Dev. 
Whereas Shajahan by constructing the Taj Mahal threw India into 
economic disaster ruining the back of the mighty Mughal Empire. In 
Ain-i-Akbari Abul Faz! rightly said that the critics who are not easily 
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satisfied would be dazed to see Konarka. Konarka would have been 
the seventh wonder of the world, had there been good communication 
facilities at the advent of British in India. With Konarka ended the 
mystifying architecture which continued its course for one and a half 
millennium. With Konarka the Oriya artist also lost his place and since 
then the artists probably never assembled to do something great and 
even to discuss art and architecture. Almost seven hundred years have 
rolled on, and no body has cared to think about the art and architecture. 
Even we have neglected the preservation of the past relics with proper 
surroundings. ...The little amount the government is spending only 
with the idea to show something to the outsiders is ridiculous. The 
eternal smiles of the Konarka statues at once aesthetic and religious are 
now being commercialized. 


The main purpose of the artists of Orissa today should be to unite 
them. I would like to remind the artists to forget the narrowness for a 
broader horizon. In the past, they were being patronized and honoured 
by the royalty... The time has changed. In the past, the artists were 
ruled by the sovereign and also patronized by the sovereign but now 
they themselves are the sovereigns so they will have to patronize 
themselves. They must unite themselves to be able to influence their 
elected government for reviving the past glory and to arouse the 
awareness of people. Today the artists are directed by persons who 
neither know art nor have any interest for art. In my own experience, at 
least I have contacted six Chief Ministers and five governors and 
hundreds of educationists and high officials in the last thirty years to 
open a College of Art and Architecture leading to specialization, but 
alas! No body paid any attention. This 1 did alone so I failed but who 
will be able to disregard the mass appeal and mass demand. In Tamil 
Nadu there is a government School of Art and Architecture in the 
traditional method at the historic Mahabalipuram and many such 
institutions have started in different parts of India...We are so 
unfortunate that we have no institution in the old traditional way nor in 
the modern way, for specialization. We have a Government School of 
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Art and Crafts at Khallikote uncared for with no hope for future 
prosperity. It is high time now that there was an Art college at 
Bhubaneswar and institutions at different places of Orissa to utilize 
and encourage the traditional artists and artisans. Investment on the 
artisans and artists will certainly bear good return; their product has 
had a great demand outside, the only thing should be to sponsor their 
work with an incentive oriented attitude. In spite of poverty and 
frustration, the Oriya artisans have kept up their ancestral chisel; the 
only thing necessary for the government is to sharpen the chisel. Gone 
are those days when artists were earning a living on their profession 
and with due respect from the society. Now the time has come when 
an artist or artisan is being measured by certificates from institutions 
and by his bank balance and contacts but not by his talents. Under these 
circumstances, the artisans will have to be financed and supported by 
the government till their position improves; otherwise they would be 
forced to forget the traditional knowledge which has fortunately 
continued up to this generation. 


We have been heariong since our independence that the government 
would sponsor the artists and revive the lost heritage. But unfortunately 
the people at the helm of state affairs only speak and the action goes to 
winds. Anyhow I hope that the government would now look into the 
revival of the past glory in art and architecture with all seriousness. 1 
also hope that the time has arrived and people will be aware of the 
past. No nation has lasted long nor progressed without the love of 
conscious citizens for their motherland and heritage. I am happy to 
observe a sense of honour and self-respect in the young artists of 
Orissa. Only this will not lead them, they are required to devote their 
energy to their own culture which is unique. The artists will flourish 
through their own cultural roots and not through the western (modern) 
ideas. They must remember that their ancestors never imitated others. 
The colourful days for Orissa art and architecture are very near. Our 


only motto should be‘Arise! Awake, And Stop Not Till the Goal is 
reached.’ 
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THE INDIAN MANUAL ALPHABET 
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Hindi, Oriya, Bengali and English. 
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CORRESPONDENCES RELATING TO 
ART SCHOOL 


[a] 


Application of Muralidhar Tali 
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Letter by Gopal Kanungo 


The Eloquent Silence 
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[<] 
Letter by Purna Chandra Singh 
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Letter by B.Panda 
a Training Sehcol Hostel, 
Custack. 


16,1. 1944 


Dear Hr. Choudhuri, 

It 4s real Ly a coznéndatble 
adventure on Jour part-tbo make an; attenpt. to 
organise an Anxrluenttad: repregentative body 
¡90 dA Spnep the possibiitty of - giving a# iotart to 
school of Arts ard Crafts in this; ;g0untry. of 
artistic wealth. There can harGiy Ta any, want 
of Patrofigers, sympathisers ଣି donexrs for vhe 

? muri nent: of your noble avibition in establish ine 
a School ofiArts in’ Orissa whore RHEE are cities 
? termplas like Bhubaneshnar and Puri, the: ideal | 
places of best: ‘gpecimens of souipture anh archi- | 
tecture in the morld=.+” i | 
I trist and have hope you nf 11 
gef sympathetic help of pt lover or arts, 


PN; “Yours sincerely, 
; PrN eg, 2 E 
Bi B. Choualtiry, ae AB 7 gD Eo ର: KN 
sd Ys | ଆ it ^ 4 
129 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


[e] 
Letter by Muralidhar Tali 
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Letter by Manmohan Sahu 
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APPEAL FOR ART SCHOOL 
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THE PEOPLE’S COLLEGE OF ART 
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First page ( Manuscript ) of Prospectus 
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[b] 
The Logo of the People’s College of Art 
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14. Fakir Mohana Atmajaiban Charita, Fakir Mohan Senapati, Cuttack, 
1971, 

15. Gruhini Sarvasva, Sarojini Choudhury, Cuttack, 1928 
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Helen Keller's letter, 26.6.1945 
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Mahatma Gandhi and Kasturba Gandhi, 29.3.1938 


Sarojini Naidu,28.11. 1938 
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Mira Ben,23.5. 1942 
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Francis Nelps,Professor, Royal College of Art, 1933 
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Jawaharlal Nehru, October,1949,1955 
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Subhas Chandra Bose, 6.8.1939 
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Nilakantha Das,24.3. 1936 
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P.C. Bhaniadeo, Maharaja of Mayurbhanj, 1936 
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Biswanath Das, Prime Minister of Orissa and Bodhram Dube, 
1937 
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H.K. Mahtab,27.5. 1942 
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Lord and Lady Linlithgow, 1940 
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Mother, Sarojini Choudhury, 14.3.1952 
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Acharya Harihara Das, 13.7.1954 
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Bhubanananda Das, 3.8.1935 
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Photographs 
Father,Gagan Behari Choudhury Mother,Sarojini Choudhury 


Back row- Dinabandhu Rout( Bipin's brother-in-law), Bipin, Rout's 
brother and Saila,Middle row-Shantimayee, Sarojini, 
Snehamayee,Front row-Abhaya,Sadhana(Bipin'sniece), 
Karunamayee(Ranu) 
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Bipin probably in Bombay, 1931 In London, 1932 - '35 
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In London, 1932 - '35 


With Alfred Potts 
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Selling tickets to 
support the deaf 


In a Picnic 
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In Royal College of Art, South Kensington, 
London 1932 - '35 
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At the Royal College, 1932 - '35 


With Students, July 1934 
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Graduation, Royal 
College of Art, 
19 July 1935 
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A.R.C.A. Diploma 
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Probably during his return journey from London, 1935 


aL He 


160 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


Bipin back in India 


The Foundationd Day of the Deaf and Dumb School, 
Cuttack ,11.9.1938 
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Hand painted Brochure alongwith 
hi+-student Prabhat De, and a Notice 
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At his desk in Cuttack 
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Wedding Photograph, June 1939 


Nirupama,1942 
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Nirupama, Bipin's wife, 1942 
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With daughter, Rita, 19 
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Bipin taken the photograph of C.F. Andrews, Gopabandhu 
Choudhury, Naba Krishna Choudhury, Bhagabati Panigrahi at 
Swaraj Ashram, Cuttack, 1939 


As a Member of the Hindusthan Life Insurance Co Ltd, 
Cuttack 
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Death of Mohini Mohan Senapati, 13 July1945, sitting on the 
floor-Sarojini Choudhury, Bipin standing behind her 
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August 15 celebration at the India House London, 1949, 
Photo by Bipin 
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London 
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On the deck of ship, over the Atlantic, 1949 
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Helen Keller, 1949, Photo by Bipin 
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First Seminar of the Education & Training of the 
Handicapped, Mussouri, 1955 
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A Member of the All India Sports Council for the Deaf, 
New Delhi 
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Receiving the life time Achievement Award from 
Mahtab,1971 


At his work 
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With wife 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Eloquent Silence 


1979 
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Drawings & Paintings 


The # mark with the paintings and drawings indicate that these are 
taken not from originals but from photographs, glass negatives, news 
papers etc. 
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#Sarojini Naidu, #]Jawaharlal Nehru, 
ink pen, 1946 pencil, 1946 


4 
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nd 


# Sardar Patel, #Rajagopalachari, 
pencil, c2.1947 pencil, 1948 
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Tagore, 
pastel, 20 in. x 15 in. 1969 
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# Rajendra Prasad, 
pencil, 1954 


#Morarji Desai, 
pencil,1978 
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# Helen Keller, 
pencil, 1950 


Lenin, 
ink and crayon, 
17 in. x 11 in.,1973 
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#Prime 
MinisterLloyd 
George, pencil, 1933 


#President Truman, 
water colour, 1948 
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Satyajit Ray, 
pencil, 20 in x 15in., 
1965 


#Governor 
Sukhthankar, 
pencil, 1966 
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. Mahanta of Emar Math, Puri, 
pencil ( autograph), ink pen ( autograph), 6 in. x 4 
6 in. x 3 in. 1945 in., 1940 
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Ecstacy, ink pen,siz¢ 18.5 in. x 12 in., 1947 
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Letter in Stone, 
pastel, size 20 in. x 15 in. 1970 
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# Dancing Images, 
ink pen, 1947 
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Ma Dugra, 


Worshipping an Ideology, 
pastel and water colour, 18 in. x 10 in. 
1970 


# Bodh Ram Dube, 
pencil, 1937 


# Governor Brar, 
pencil,1977 
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#Simanta Gandhi,Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan, pastel,1969 
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inoba Bhave, 


ink pen ( autograph), 5.5 in. x 3 in., 1955 
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Entertainment in an Exclusive Club, 
ink pen, 18.5 in. x 11 in. 


Railway Platform, 
water colour, 20 in. x 11 in., 1977 
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Life Model,pencil, 15 in. x 11 in., 1932 
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Life Model, pencil, 15 in. x 11 in.,1932 
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Life Model, pencil, 15 in. x 11 in.1932 
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Cartoon, inkpen, 14.5 in. x 10 in. 
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Life is Charming,ink, 11 in. x 9 in. 
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Bip [fms 


Sophisticated Preoccupatio, watercolourl, 11 in. x 9.3 in. 
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Tourist at Temple, watercolour, 10 in. x 9.5 
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Untitled,watercolour, 10 in.x 7 in., 1924 
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# Untitled, watercolour, 1933- 1935 
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#]Jesus Christ, oil, 1961 


204 


The Eloquent Silence 


Helen Keller, watercolour, 18 in.x 14.5 in., 1950 
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#Tridhara, watercolour, from journal, Banaphula, 1970 
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Landscape, pastel,13 in.x 9 in. 1969 
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Indira Gandhi with the refugees of the 1972-war, pastel 
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Orissa -70 Fair,pastel, 18 in. x 8 in.,1970 
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pastel, 14 in. x 10 in.,1968 
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Nature's Devastation,oil, 19 in. x 12 in., 1978 
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Betrothed, oil, 16 in. x 10 in., 1967 
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Nehru loved Children, oil, 29 in. x 21 in.1964 
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Waterfall, oil, 18 in. x 12in., 1969 
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Fakir Mohan Senapati, oil, 29 in. x 21 in., 1938 
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Bhubanananda Das, oil, 29 in. x 21 in., 1963 
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Lal Bahadur Shastti, oil, 73 in. x 36 in., 1968 
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Indira Gandhi , oil, 73 in. x 36 in, 1963 
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#Sachidananda Bhuyan, oil,1943 
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#Nawab Bahadur of Murshidabad, oil, 36 inch x 24 inch, 1932-35 
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Wife Nirupama, oil, 18 in. x 14 in.,1981 
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Self Portrait, oil,18 in. x 14 in.1970 ( damaged during 
1999 cyclone ) 
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